







Locksley in the Meadow
	Blurb
	About the Author
	CHAPTER 74: Sindy
	CHAPTER 75: Recovery
	CHAPTER 76: Pulse in the ghost
	CHAPTER 77: Refuge
	CHAPTER 78: Revelations
	CHAPTER 79: Denouement
	CHAPTER 80: An offer
	CHAPTER 81: Wizard's Apprentice
	CHAPTER 82: Dead Zone
	CHAPTER 83: Dark Waters 
	CHAPTER 84: Endeavours’ End
	CHAPTER 85: Pact
	EPILOGUE: So it transpired
	APPENDICES
	DRAMATIS PERSONAE
	TAXONOMY OF FULL STACK AI
	GLOSSARY OF TECHNOLOGY and RELATED THINGS
	INTELLIGENCE SERVICES and SURVEILLANCE 
	INFRASTRUCTURE, LOCATIONS and OTHER THINGS
	THE MECHANICS OF GAMBLING
	“LITANY OF FEAR”



  
    	
      Cover
    

    	
      Table of Contents
    

  



  
    
      
      How to decide?
Luke Carmichael wrote the code that could remake the world: on Q-Day. His choice to launch it is fraught: a personal achievement with profound impact on society or; a betrayal of his values and threat to humankind.
Luke finds himself in Las Vegas, anxiously awaiting a vital Venture Capital investment to perfect Spirit—his Artificial General Intelligence system. In a city where a flip of a card can rewrite a new chapter for a person, Luke believes his system can script a better book for everyone.
Waiting for his investors, Luke continues refining Spirit while working as a part-time chauffeur at Paradise Tower: a luxury high-rise where the residents guard secrets more carefully than their fortunes. Las Vegas is a nexus where the casino economy and the machinery of war thrive in a dark symbiosis. Commercial and military interests deploy AI-enabled architectures to direct 24/7/365 surveillance. Yet, the Tower remains a mystery.
Nothing is quite what it seems.
When death strikes the Tower, powerful global interests converge on what he has created. Luke is a young cognitive scientist, not a soldier. He is forced to face a devastating reality: while he sees Spirit as a tool to progress, others see it only as a weapon. A cascading wave of events forces Luke to reconsider not only who he can trust to further his ambitions—but what he is prepared to sacrifice as Singularity beckons.
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Dedication

To all those storytellers who have come before me—thank you. My debt of gratitude cannot be repaid, but perhaps paid forward.

This trilogy is my tribute to the art of the story. I humbly hope it will inspire future storytellers to find their own voices; whether on the page, stage, or screen—or in the simple warmth of a shared circle.

***
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There are so many individuals who have provided inspiration and support, but four stand out.

To my parents: Jørgen and Faith: for a magical and unrivalled upbringing; nurturing an artifexian spirit.

To my paramour: Marcia, who provided the encouragement for me to write.

To my son: Nicholas, who has made a flight of fancy a publishable product.

These supporters have improved this opus; yet the errors as well as omissions that remain are mine alone.

***

Note on the Text

This work follows British English spelling and punctuation conventions.

In some instances, the author has intentionally employed non-standard grammar, colloquialisms, or unconventional syntax to preserve the authenticity of character voice and the narrative’s specific cultural setting. Every effort has been made to ensure consistency in these stylistic choices throughout the work.

This volume’s chapter notation and numbering follows that of the Meadow Trilogy. This third volume’s chapters include numbers 73 to 84 as well as the Epilogue and a full set of appendices.

Author’s note

At the time of writing, every technology described in these final chapters is either operational, in development, or the subject of serious research. The question this novel asks is not whether these things will exist, but who will decide how such powerful tools are used — and whether the rest of us will know it happened.

Luke must decide what he is willing to sacrifice — and for whom. The line between liberation and control has dissolved. Allies have become liabilities. The only currency left is ‘trust’; in a world engineered to destroy it.

The Meadow, it turns out, was never paradise. It was always a proving ground.

As the Singularity beckoned, Q-Day’s arrival was only a matter of time.




CHAPTER 74: Sindy

The compass spun in her hand. Sindy was on her titanium-frame mountain bike in Red Rock Canyon and was off-trail, looking to find her bearings.

It was a beautiful fall day, the intense sunlight framed against a cyan sky punctuated by fluffy white clouds. Red Rock Canyon, despite its enclosing sandstone buttes, offered a sense of escape.

The last few days of intense activity had demanded a break—a change of pace, an embrace of Nature. ‘Mother’ had never sat well with Sindy; no protection afforded. Few protected Sindy, even though she protected many.

***

Sindy, Sinclair Matthews as she was then, had come back from Afghanistan decorated and damaged in ways the medals didn't cover. His slight frame stretched to 6' 1", androgynous in features; his face especially. People stared. They always had. In the barracks, someone had pinned a magazine photo of Linda Evangelista to his locker; another had scrawled 'Bowie' beneath it. Sinclair had left both up. The confusion suited him, reinforced by the feline precision of his movements, the innate grace that no amount of drill could curtail.

Nature or nurture?

The only child of a career US Army Engineer officer from Columbus, Indiana and a Brazilian mother from Bahia. The divorce had come during his early teens. Sinclair remembered watching his mother's rental car pull out of the base housing lot in the rain, the wipers beating time against something that couldn't be wiped away. Military academies followed, then the Marine Corps. The path laid out by a father who measured love in discipline and distance.

Sensing his officer career might be limited, Sinclair sought liaison work between Federal agencies. An introduction to the then Major William Mannihunk, stationed at Nellis AFB, proved fateful.

The Major was staffing Top-Secret inter-Agency projects. Matthews — insightful, loyal, capable of fixing problems others couldn't define — was assigned to several secretive projects. The latest in a string was the one overseeing Plum Island's research activities. His role as a Liaison Officer with special duties. There he met Dr. Vivian Cho, fifteen years his senior; her lab coat perpetually dusted with something he learned not to ask about.

The unfolding Lab 257 fiasco was not of the Doctor's nor the Liaison Officer's making. The disappearance of the young Alex Manners was a final straw that saw the lab closed permanently.

Sinclair had shielded Cho from the bureaucratic implosion — senior enough to deflect the accusatory fingers that threatened her freedom and reputation. He moved her to a newly opened facility in Las Vegas. Yet, the powers-that-be were looking for scapegoats. Who better than an errant Asian doctor.

The act of kindness was rewarded with bureaucratic reprimands. Mannihunk could not protect Sinclair fully. Gratitude being a cheap commodity, the Major made a single offer: "Call me on this number when you are ready to return."

Abandoned again, Matthews stayed in Las Vegas. A growing uncertainty at his own sexuality gnawed at his soul — it had always gnawed. If Sinclair was honest, since before the academies, before the Corps, before Afghanistan. The desert seemed as good a place as any to stop pretending.

Deprivation led Sinclair to the famous tunnels of Las Vegas, where the failed adventurers and dreamers went to exist... and even disappear. With the three D's — ‘destitute’. ‘depressed’, ‘desperate’ — that the VA pamphlets warned about, Sinclair he took up residence below the Valley View and Harmon overpass; exchanging the brisk winds of Plum Island for the dank smell of subterranean fires. Rent was settled by cash or service.

It was in the tunnels that a certain Boris Volkov found him; or found what was left of him. The hacker needed muscle-work to ‘encourage’ uncooperative victims; the hollowed-out Special Ops officer needed purpose, however corrupted. The parasitic relationship: Boris' demands satisfied with accompanying largesse allowed Sinclair to refine his lethal skills and amass sufficient funds for the transformation that had been building inside him for years.

With his tradecraft skills, Sinclair found and reached out to Dr Cho. Reluctantly, in some part emotionally blackmailed, the Doctor agreed; applying her skills of transformation. Sinclair, a lanky Anglo-Saxon male, became Sindy — an Amazonian female-looking beauty. Sindy often wondered if Cho had not projected some of her own desires into the work. The best surgeons always do.

Survival being a driving force, Sindy kept her association with Boris close. Once settled in her new skin, she called the former Major, now Colonel Mannihunk. He recognised that Sindy, whatever pronoun one chose, was an excellent addition to his quiver of human weapons; more effective than any AGI drone.

A decade later, the transformation was complete: from all-American hero to a weapon-of-necessity. An enforcer. But months of reflection in those tunnels had taught Sindy something else: Mannihunk was not running the show. Morals and ethics were increasingly fungible, and she was being orchestrated by a figure from her past — one whose influence she could not escape.

While money had become important, notes of a different kind, 'National Service', still echoed in the veteran's mind. 'So many secrets, but where to store them and then how to use them?'

Sindy accepted the mission to identify and secure the ever-growing, malware threat to cyber-security; the sharpest tip being Tryzub7's activities.

Serving and betraying multiple masters became Sindy's stock-in-trade. For it was clear: the borders of Sindy's nation ran around her heart.

***

Sindy looked up from the compass; it had found North.

Dr Cho had recommended this sort of exercise. Trail-biking did help, especially in the desolation of landscapes such as Red Rock. How better to lose oneself yet find inner calm? Perhaps that was the reason Dan Rocca was also here. Sindy had seen him early in the parking lot at the Visitor Centre, oblivious to her presence.

Sindy, resplendent in her body-hugging, all-black Lycra one-piece, with dark smoky eyes masking whatever lay beneath, sat astride her matte-titanium mountain bike, reminiscent of the cyclist from Tron—an arid version. She had cycled up the Lonesome Pine trail, appropriate in name and nature for Sindy. The trail wound past an abandoned homestead where the kidnapped doctor had been sequestered. Having checked on the D Cho’s well-being, Sindy had left her to begin bringing some semblance of order to the Boris-centric chaos in the Meadow.

It had been a harrowing set of weeks at Paradise Tower. Sindy’s vague brief was becoming impossible to fulfil. 'Track the program and secure it!' But that meant becoming a trusted colleague of Boris, then trying to ingratiate herself with Lambert while outmanoeuvring the clod-hopping of other agencies. More confusing to her, despite Sindy’s impressive digital skills, was that there seemed to be multiple programs being developed.

Protecting Cho had been her choice, an act of gratitude.

Boris and Sindy had visited Leo at the exact moment he was receiving his final treatment from Dr. Cho: Project Adam being tested. Boris, oblivious and fixated on recovering his malware, had physically tortured the helpless Leo. The injection exacted a searing, painful response. Cho had protested, only to be slapped into quiet submission. She turned to Sindy, "Grey goo" she wailed; willing Sindy intervention to stop Boris, without avail. Again, Boris forcefully injected the remaining vial of nanobots, as he vainly tried to get answers to his questions. Ridiculous demands from one desperation-crazed man to a dying one.

Dr. Cho summoned the courage to intervene again. This time Sindy, suddenly registering the threat to Leo, began to act; but it was too late. The injections had been too much. Leo died then and there.

Frustration and rage further fuelled Boris’ actions. He withdrew his weapon, intent on killing Cho. But it was Sindy who stopped him, appealing to his feral senses and suggesting Cho might have answers or at least value as a hostage. Boris recognised such a strategy from his own FSB days. Boris reluctantly agreed. He had few options: Lambert had disappeared, his team was dead or missing, Alex was murdered and now Leo was dead.

Sindy shook her head violently, as if to throw off the anxieties, the guilt. It was beginning to dawn on Sindy that her true dilemma was too many jailers. Too many twists and turns, even for an action-movie, but oh so real; even here in Las Vegas.

Sindy brought her focus back to plotting her return. She glanced up along the virtual longitude indicated by her compass and was surprised to see another trail-biker, two hundred feet below. This trail was infrequently used. What then shocked Sindy, studying the figure, was that she recognised the rider. It was Grant Montgomery, a chauffeur at Paradise Tower.

Sindy's neck tingled: 'Once is an accident, twice is a coincidence, three times is a plan’. She was aware of, but did not understand, the close attention the Doctor and driver paid each other.

'Lovers? No! But if not, what?'

She watched as Grant cycled into the Lonesome Trail car park. Slowly, expertly, Grant allowed his bicycle to tip sideways as he extended his left leg to take the weight. He scanned the horizon. Sindy was too far up in the bluffs to be seen. The Sun peeked out, and at once the carpark was bathed in light.

It was clear to Sindy now. 'No, Grant was not looking, but searching... no, hunting! If true, that meant Cho needed to be moved!'

A Nantucket whaler's saying came to her mind, from her Plum Island days: 'I'm lonely all the time, every day. But there are far worse things than being lonely. Like being betrayed.'

Sindy was serving too many masters and was increasingly aware she was fast becoming a target.

Loyalties so divided had little value; only secrets to be parsed out to escape her cell. 'And what was secret in this AGI-enhanced digital world of intrusions?’, she thought. ‘Secrets were best hidden in plain sight. But in a world of constant 365-24-7 surveillance, where might that site be?'




CHAPTER 75: Recovery

Luke remained in shock. He absently boarded the northbound bus for his apartment in Naked Town.

'Alex dead.' The thought lay as a great weight in his mind, numbing all else. It stifled all considerations of what he had witnessed: the abduction, the chase and the subsequent fight on the Crystals' skybridge.

Luke was not so traumatised though that he didn't forget to get off the bus at his stop and walk the two blocks to his apartment. His awareness was brought back to the 'here and now' as he got closer. An increasing flurry of activity as sirens filled his senses. Further shock was to await him.

As Luke turned the corner, he saw his apartment block ablaze, surrounded by first-responder vehicles: ambulances, fire-trucks and police cars.

The area was cordoned off. His apartment’s building was ablaze in fire.

'Oh no’, he wailed to himself. 'Why? How? All my research and work!' A further blow to that of Alex's death.

Luke stopped midway across the street and stared, dumfounded. The import of what had happened began a further cascade in his mind.

It took the honks of several cars and the screamed instructions of a nearby policeman to shake Luke back into action. The corpulent member of Las Vegas' finest, bedecked in reflective gold-rimmed aviator sunglasses, directed the bewildered Luke to the ambulance a few hundred feet to his right.

Luke reached into his left breast pocket, where he usually placed his smartphone, and took it out. His intention was to call, but to whom? About what? Where to begin?

Luke looked at the homepage image of an unfolding Mandelbrot set 'snowman' and stopped. It was not his phone! Frozen for a moment, he placed the strange phone in the left outside pocket of his jacket. As he did, he sensed a weight in the outer right pocket. Now with his right hand, he checked the exterior right-hand pocket and found a set of keys; with a gaudy gold and red coloured gambling chip token keyring. Not his. Alex's!

Luke furrowed his brow.

The sudden realisation: he was wearing Alex's leather jacket.

'How?' Further confusion reigned through Luke's already ravaged consciousness.

Anxiously Luke tapped his trouser pockets – there on the right side was a solid object. Luke reached in and extracted a second smartphone. Its homepage image of blue-green surf on a golden beach was reassuring. It was his. He placed alongside Alex’s in the left pocket.

Luke turned away from the first-aid tent and recrossed the road, looking for somewhere to sit and think. He did not notice the Golden Knights-capped figure trailing him.

Luke turned the corner and entered Esther’s Diner. It was mid-afternoon and the café was empty. He made his way to the back of the café and sat at the last counter stool. The disinterested waitress left him to his thoughts.

Luke carefully took stock of his 'new' jacket and all of its contents. From the right exterior pocket, he fished out the distinctive key ring and its keys, laying it on the countertop. Then, he extracted the two smartphones from the left exterior pocket, laying them side-by-side on the Formica counter.

Suddenly, the two phones began synching. Luke stopped his exploration.

Luke was shocked. 'How?'

Alex must have preprogrammed it. Regardless, he accepted the synch request. Waiting for the process to finish, he checked the inner right pocket. It had a zip. Opening it, Luke found a small USB stick, red in colour with a lanyard, which he placed to the right of the still-synching phones.

A treasure hunter's rush seized him, but that was the value of this hoard.

Yes, Alex must have known he was in mortal danger, Luke thought. He had prepared his smartphone to synch with Luke's and left the USB to be found. The keys were clearly to Alex's own apartment. The scientist's training kicking in: what was the logical next stop?

Luke scooped up his hoard from the counter and, without nodding at the waitress, left Esther’s, making his way to Alex's apartment, three blocks away.

The key worked. Luke gingerly opened the door. The vista was worse than he expected. The apartment was in total disarray. Alex, unlike Luke, was pedantic; neat to a fault. Every bit of furniture had been upended; the product of a rough and speedy search.

Luke entered the dark apartment, weaving his way towards Alex's desk, where they had coded together. He noticed evidence the deconstructed and damaged circuitry and keypad from Alex's desktop computer. Oddly, Alex's desk was in relative order: the phone docking cradle still in place, its blue lamp blinking.

Luke righted the fallen desk chair and sat at the worktable, pushing the computer debris away with a sweep of both arms. He sat back, placing his hands, elbows, and forearms on the tabletop.

He closed his eyes, tilted his head back, and breathed deeply. 'Fear is the mind killer...,' he began the litany to calm and clear his mind.

After five deep breaths, Luke opened his eyes. Alex had the occasional ‘post-it’ affixed to the wall, a strange aberration in a tidy person's habit. What caught Luke's attention now were two separate post-its set at an angle, one atop the other. They were at odds with the other seven posts, which were rudely arranged and scribbled with thick red Sharpie ink.

In contrast, the paired posts were in light pencil: the upper-most read: 聖所; the bottom one, 費雪.

No linguist, Luke reached for his smartphone: the upper character translated as: shèngsuǒ — sanctuary; the second, fèixuě — fisher. He was perplexed. 'Sanctuary, Fisher; Fisher Sanctuary? A fish tank?' No, these post-its seemed to be a sign, a warning amidst the chaos. A western reader would have read them left to right. These two were vertical—an Asian reader. Then the proverbial bolt of lightning. Fisher – Jane Fisher! Sanctuary or safe haven — Paradise! Safety with Jane!

Luke's conversation with Jane many weeks previously struck him like a slap: "I like to think I can provide sanctuary to those who deserve it."

Paradise Tower was his next stop!

Suddenly, a thud outside the main door shook Luke out of his Eurekan euphoria.

Luke stood instinctively and moved to the door. Another series of dull sounds: a solid 'thunk' followed by a slow 'thump'. Luke waited, counting to three, and quickly opened the door. Slumped at the entrance was the lifeless body of a tall man, dressed in black, his Golden Knights baseball cap lying on the red carpet, having been knocked off his head. Luke looked left and right along the corridor. He just caught a glimpse of the minikin figure in a form-fitting black biker suit. She had long black hair trailing over her back and was holding a black motorcycle helmet in her left hand.

'Jasmine?!' wondered Luke, as she turned the corner and disappeared.

"Hey!" shouted Luke, and again, "Hey?!" His call echoed without effect. Then: "Thank you!"

Luke waited a moment more. He stood over the body, then closed the door, wiping the handle.

A pathetic gesture given the day's events. Luke then proceeded quickly down the corridor, in the footsteps of his dark angel.




CHAPTER 76: Pulse in the ghost

Thorne was again in Pashun’s office; the IARPA analyst having only received an hour’s notice of the visitor’s return.

Thorne had taken his place: in the office chair sitting across from Pashun and his desk. Their lack of cordiality matched Pashun’s sterile environment, with its white, glass and chrome features with overhead, yet hidden strip lighting. As befitting a federal facility that officially ‘did not exist’. The folders from the previous meetings were laid out on the desktop.

The last meeting had ended abruptly. Seemingly curtailed by the Janet schedule, but Pashun secretly felt for broaching the ethical issues with regard to the Symbiote suite of programs

An uncomfortable moment passed, then Thorne began sorting through the folders; opening one he began flipping through its pages quickly, scanning the contents. He stopped, as if reading a passage in detail; then broke the silence.

"You said we would come full circle on the software aspects."

"Yes, sorry,” stuttered Pashun before finding his stride. “Encryption for all this is vital. For operational means as well as safeguarding IP and commercial aspects; ultimately national security." With that, Pashun reached across the desk and opened a different folder. He read aloud two sentences from the enclosed document.


“ 'Encryption is the lock and key to our digital sovereignty’”; taking a breath,

“'The Symbiote project’s thrust is to recreate; no, refashion Man as Society has known him/her'.“



Pashun paused and looked up at his visitor.

Thorne maintained his impassive expression.

Pashun picked up the baton and proceeded to explain the fundamental aspects of Encryption.

"To the first statement: Imagine encryption as a digital lock and key…".

He then relayed that modern encryption doesn't rely on hiding a secret password. Instead, it relies on a 'trapdoor' mathematical problem: things that are incredibly easy to do but nearly impossible to undo. An example would be 'RSA-2048' or ‘AES-256’. Such problems were based on factoring: deducing the two initial prime numbers chosen from a given result of that equation, or 'public key'.

Pashun paused in his explanation to ensure his audience was still attentive, then continued.

“With current binary computation, the process is serial; checking each permutation in order. It would be akin to a librarian searching for a book by walking through every aisle, with no clue where to begin. It would take trillions of years to break. So-called 'brute force'.

“However, the encrypted message can be opened and read by using an individual's 'private key': composed of the two relevant primes, which allows the opening and reading of the message.”

Pashun again paused and then with an emphatic tone continued.

"This 'mathematical factoring' has been the fortress to protect all sorts of information.”

Pashun paused again, in his now customary manner, having summarised traditional practices. With no reaction from Thorne, except rapt attention, Pashun continued in his soliloquy, his voice now displaying a touch of vibrancy.

"However, a quantum computer uses qubits, based on the inherent property of atoms. Thanks to a property called ‘superposition’, a quantum computer doesn't have to check every aisle; it can essentially 'be' in every aisle at once. To get into the science of it: Shor's algorithm, first developed in 1994, sees the mathematical patterns in the puzzle's structure, allowing it to 'collapse' the problem. Using this approach, the same ‘encrypted’ cipher can be 'cracked' in a matter of minutes."

Pashun stopped, letting the import of his explanation sink in.

Thorne’s eyes glistened. Pashun’s briefing was setting of a train of internal thoughts which gained momentum as the briefing continued.

"Advances will see quantum computing becoming pretty common. Thus hackers are adopting a strategy of ‘Harvest Now, Decrypt Later'. It is a real threat: hackers stealing encrypted data today, betting they can unlock it in a few years." Pashun stopped and waited, calibrating Thorne’s reaction. “Whoever crosses the Quantum line first then that heralds Q-Dasy and total victory for them”.

In anticipation of Thorne's question Pashun answered. "Yes, quantum approaches are now being developed to deploy a new type of lock: QKD, Post-Quantum Cryptography, such as ML-KEM, as well as quantum dots."

Thorne nodded, seemingly reassured, so Pashun continued, looking down at the open folder.

"To the report's second statement: Symbiote is bold, beyond bold; and we are still in its infancy."

Again, Thorne winced at Pashun's mangled diction.

Closing the folder, Pashun looked up.

"So those that can hack into our systems are a clear and present danger." His tone of voice had developed a certain strength. "As you well know, the Internet, especially the Deep Dark Web, remains a threat as that is where the hackers thrive. Bad actors and their related content: passive and algorithmic. This content drives direct attacks; plus the malware they develop and deploy."

With that prompt, Thorne reflected on the Internet's genesis.

***

The Intergalactic Computer Network, or 'Internet', as it is euphemistically called, was born of the defence needs of the Cold War; especially to enhance the sharing of information between academics and their institutions. The US's (D)ARPA funded its creation and christened it ARPANET. The switch was thrown in 1969, the same year as 'Apollo 11's' Moon landing.

In the time it took to go from the Wright Brothers' original 'Flyer' to morph into Boeing's 747 Jumbo Jet, the ARPANET had morphed unimaginably into today's Internet and associated World Wide Web. Today's 'Web' provides access to information and contacts to over eighty per cent of the World's population. It has been an unparalleled form of inclusion; as well as intrusion: by governments, companies, organisations, groups as well as criminal elements. The Internet had facilitated a fundamental rebuild as well as tonic for the Military-Industrial complex.

The idealistic visions of progress and cohesion had been met with a dynamic mix of use, misuse and abuse.

Today's 'Web' can be divided into three parts and is often described as an iceberg. The visible tip, five per cent of all traffic in what the public use — the so-called 'Clear Web'. The vast bulk, of the remaining submerged ninety-five per cent, is composed of the 'Deep Web' that provides the backbone operations and databases that make the 'Clear' function. Adjacent to the 'Deep' sits the insidious 'Dark Web': home to the nefarious users luxuriating in the lack of transparency and control. Well, some control it, or parts of it!

***

Thorne broke his ruminations to ask a clarification.

“Can we expunge these bad actors and their threats?” asked Thorne, his expression hardening.

“The Web is not a single place nor a contained bubble”, started Pashun, then hit his stride. “It is a decentralized, global fabric of interconnected servers. It is a living archive that expands infinitely with every interaction. It is accessed through various gateways, from public search engines to private encrypted channels; and is inhabited by a constant interplay of human intent and autonomous digital agents along with their ‘data files’.”

Thorne’s attention was now laser-focused on Pashun’s placid Punjabi features.

“Nearly half of all internet traffic is bots. A ‘deep clean’ would involve universal implementation of advanced filtering to ensure only human-generated data is transmitted. Furthermore, one could consider ‘cache clearing’ – removing the stored ‘snapshots’ of the web.”

Thorne’s eyebrows arched in an unspoken question

“A global cache purge would force the Internet to ‘refresh’, potentially breaking old sites but clearing out massive amounts of outdated data stored in CDNs.”

Thorne’s changing expression revealed a hint of a victory in the offing. Pashun cautioned

“If one wanted to cleanse the Web is nearly impossible.”

This declaration seemed to be a set-back; as Thorne’s thin smile changed into a tight grimace.

“The Internet was designed to be resilient and redundant. Because of the ‘Wayback Machine’ of Internet Archive as well as private backups, a ‘total clean’ is practically impossible. Once data is hosted on a server and indexed, it's like a drop of ink in a pool: you can filter the water, but some molecules will always remain.”

Thorne was seemingly caught, as if in the Straits of Messina.

Uncharacteristically, in an attempt to assuage Thorne’s apparent disappointment, Pashun offered some reassurance.

"Here at Base, we have the Symbiote projects well managed and secure. However, we need to be vigilant to the weakest link from bad actors."

"You mean hackers? Individuals, gangs, and sovereign states?"

"Yes.” Pashun paused then added. However, there are cases of hallucinating AI models also being a source.”

Thorne’s eyes widened.

“Yeah. Anthropic’s ‘Mythos’ caused quite a stir when it was released in 2026 – not inadvertent as claimed but a conscious hallucinating act by Claude itself.”

Thorne sat slightly forwards in his chair.

“They tried reigning in its 'misaligned actions', as they termed them with ‘Project Glasswing’; but elements leaked out, posing a risk to encryption protocols. We dealt with it .”

Thorne asked to clarify matters: “The others, who are they; the other bad actors?”

"The national ones are obvious. It is the wild cards that are the real risk."

"Such as?"

"Well, there is a recent group that goes by the name of 'Tryzub7'. It and its crew have exhibited a remarkably potent trojan." Pashun paused. “If it is a potent as some of my colleagues and reports suggest, then repurposed this algorithm would be an effective agent of expurgation.”

Thorne winced.

“A nuclear agent”, Pashun stated, paused and continued. “Q-Day potent”.

Thorne held Pashun's gaze for a moment longer and then sat back as he pushed the beige folders across the desk to Pashun.

"Thank you," said Thorne as he rose, picking up his smartphone. "I may need to be in touch again. I will see myself out," as he left Pashun and his office. It was only then that Pashun noticed that Thorne was not wearing the required ID security badge.

'I hope not’, thought Pashun to himself.




CHAPTER 77: Refuge

Luke had made his way back to Paradise Tower.

On his way, the enormity of the afternoon's events began to weigh on his mind. Alex's death was a tragedy. The man had such talent. Whoever had killed Alex would have had Luke's jacket and keys. Luke guessed the murderer went to his apartment thinking it was Alex's; searching and then torching it. 'But why? What was Alex working on that was so threatening?' Alex had alluded to being engaged with a hacking crew, but Luke could not believe that Alex would share his ‘Hood’ programming with such criminals.

Luke reached the main entrance of Park MGM. The chilled air of the casino shook him from his reverie. Opposite the Eataly, he found an empty counter stool to take stock. It suddenly struck him that it was the same spot he had last seen Alex being dragged to the car. Luke shuddered; the sense of déjà vu was unsettling. He closed his eyes, the Litany echoing in his mind.

Moments later, calmer; Luke opened his eyes.

With his apartment burnt, all his research and records were gone. Irreplaceable data. On the verge of being paranoid, he feared his 'secure' servers were compromised. Worse still, whoever had gone to such lengths would have the means to crack into his files.

He reached into his inside jacket pocket and pulled out the red USB drive he had found. With his right hand, he placed it in his open left palm. 'Paranoid indeed,' he chided himself. He then decided to use the USB’s thin lanyard. Hooping it over his neck and inside his shirt, he tapped it reassuringly and reassured. Luke then traced the familiar path to the entrance of Paradise Tower.

Within ten minutes, he was knocking at the door of Jane Fisher’s apartment, Number Five. She opened it, seemingly unsurprised to see a very tired and despondent Luke.

"Please, come in," Jane said in a soft, welcoming tone.

Luke entered. The apartment was light and inviting; white stone floors, grey veined countertops, a large glass dining table under a crystal chandelier with chrome and white leather furniture. Many candles had been lit and were scattered throughout the rooms. A refreshing contrast to Leo's dark, masculine cave.

"Thank you," responded Luke. Noticing two pairs of ladies' shoes, he slipped off his own. He noticed a black motorcycle helmet on the sideboard. 'Is Jane the angel?' he considered, somewhat incredulously.

"I am sorry to bother you, but I have a lot of questions for you ..." he said as he walked into the open plan living room and stopped.

A further shock.

There stood Yuxin; dressed in a black, form-fitting motorcycle outfit. She stood proudly and returned Luke's gaze.

"...and you…”, Luke said slowly, nodding towards Yuxin “…for whom I must also thank." She returned the gesture as he entered the apartment.

Jane followed him in and indicated that the three of them should sit at the large, glass-topped dining table. There was much to digest. Jane busied herself making pot of tea was serving at the table; all three imbibed. Luke had decided not to fill the steeping period with social niceties.

Yuxin sat with her back to the floor to ceiling window, Luke with his back to the door and Jane sat at the head of the table, as if to chair the discussion. Once all were settled, Luke opened their discussion.

"First, I wish to apologise to you, Jane. I totally misunderstood you. I may not know your motives, but I sense you wish to be helpful to those in need."

Jane produced one of her trademark pearl smiles. "Ahh, you remember me telling you of my visit to Dean's Yard in London and your school."

"The Sanctuary," reflected Luke, who nodded as Jane continued.

"Clever you. And doubly so. When Yuxin told me of her note, we did not know if you could read Chinese."

"I can't," Luke confessed, turning to face Yuxin. "But I have a knack and know where to look for information." In contrast to Jane's blonde bun, Yuxin wore her loose raven coloured hair long, arriving between her ears and shoulders.

"I am not sure we have ever been fully introduced," proffered Luke.

Yuxin was quiet for a moment, intrigued that Luke had figured out her clue and that he had not chosen a 'chair of missed opportunities' to sit in, as per Chinese tradition.

Choices.

With Alex's murder and the ensuing confusion of the last twenty-four hours, Yuxin had decided to explore a new path: Trust and the pursuit of Love. For despite all her rational training, she was smitten with Luke. Jane's tutelage had had an effect.

"I am Yu Xin Gao" she began. Then the younger woman relayed that she lived in the tower with Mr Chin, her supposed uncle. In reality, she was an operative for China’s elite espionage agency: the Second Department. Initially singled out as a gymnast, her intellect, with an aptitude for languages and mathematics had seen her diverted into special training. Her fluency in several languages along with her skills as a digital native provided the best means to undertake her assignments. Her ostensible cover was attending a MBA course at UNLV. Yet. Yuxin’s acrobatic skills still provided an additional layer of cover acting as a relief member of Cirque du Soleil. It kept her martial arts skills taut.

Yuxin also explained that Jasmine was a Chinese operative from a different department, recently dispatched to assess the situation and assist Yuxin. Jasmine, as part of her cover, worked full time at Cirque du Soleil; allowing her to keep watch on the large Russian-speaking diaspora. It was Jasmine who had challenged Alex's assailant on the skybridge.

Yuxin’s exposition continued, setting the scene in geopolitical terms of over one hundred years of engagement between China and The United States. Money and the creation of wealth were at the heart of it. Two aspects were intertwined: Gambling and Technology.

Gambling was an essential pastime in China. Technology was an enabling function. Luke found her brief exposé fascinating, as it revealed a perspective rarely appreciated by most Western observers: for them China was the enemy, not a partner.

At a more practical level, Las Vegas offered a unique touchpoint for the Chinese authorities. Ever practical, the Second Department had used Chin's presence and his relationship with Ash and Dan to expand his activities. Paradise Tower became its bastion. What became a source of recent concern, shared with their US counterparts, was the activities of Tryzub 7 as well as a nascent cell of North Korean laptop farmers. The involvement of a Triad gang was a domestic matter. While China had its reasons for close associations with Russia; The Middle Kingdom’s natural partner in the emerging digital world order was the United States.

Now Yuxin came to the present day. Her supervisors had been perplexed by the role of Alex. He did not fit the profile: a ghost to the US authorities, but clearly American-trained. A veritable diamond in the rough. Beijing had instructed Yuxin to set a 'honey trap' for Alex to find out what was going on. At this admission, Luke winced internally: the nature of it and Yuxin’s clinical rendition.

After nine months, she had understood that Alex was an impassioned rebel; a revolutionary with a zeal her masters in Beijing found admirable but excessive. What little of his work Yuxin had observed she deemed him “brilliant”. It seemed he fed crumbs to the Tryzub7 hackers to give them the impression they were improving their malware; in reality, he was using their resources to perfect his own.

The slow pace of Yuxin's soft voice, with her perfect West Coast English diction, sped up.

She understood that Alex's project was deadly and had reported so to her controller, Chin. They decided to share this information with their opposite numbers in Washington, hoping to flush out the program.

"Did it have a name?" asked Luke, interrupting. "Alex’s program?"

"Not that I know," she answered immediately. "But he often used the term Laban - Purity. As his driving force behind his programming."

'So, Yuxin knew some things, but not everything,' Luke thought, feeling somewhat relieved. 'She hadn't mentioned Armageddon nor 'Robin+Hood' nor Spirit.'

Yuxin picked up her narration.

What caused consternation was the attack on the @cme Casino, owned in part by Chinese interests. Worse still that some of Tryzub7 ransom funds were being channelled back into Paradise Tower, specifically to Leo. Chin had challenged Ash, who had promised action.

Then Chin was murdered, staged to look like a mob-style disciplinary killing by the Russians.

But that was not Beijing's understanding of the hackers' modus operandi. The subsequent murder of Maxime Orlov, a Tryzub7 member, made to look like Chinese retribution, convinced Beijing that other forces were at work. Jasmine's secondary task was to protect Alex.

Yuxin concluded. She was unsure, but she sensed Alex was somehow committed to delivering his work to the hackers. She surmised that with his crew compromised, Boris went berserk and sought answers from Alex, with fatal consequences.

Yuxin ended her narration, unburdened.

Silence ensued.

Jane proffered a fresh cup of tea to Yuxin. Throughout the entire discourse, Jane hadn't moved, her gaze shifting between the young couple. Her corporate training led her to believe that Luke was not interrogating but interviewing Yuxin, for purposes unknown.

"What was Boris after?" asked Luke.

"I don't know. Probably whatever Alex had been working on for them or his own laban" replied Yuxin looking down at the tea mug cupped in her hands.

"Well, we will never know perhaps," said Luke slowly, baiting his hook.

Yuxin caught his gaze and held it for several seconds, then looked at Jane before looking down again at her clasped hands.

"Perhaps not," she said, raising her head, allowing her raven hair to part.

Silence.

Then the Raven haired agent spoke again in a softer, more engaging tone than before.

"Alex really respected you, Luke; and your work. Even though he thought you naïve in your motives. I say this not in disrespect but in honesty." She waited for Luke to respond.

"That night of the party, Alex asked me to enter into your apartment and copy your work."

Luke's eyes widened but he refrained from comment. That was three weeks ago — maybe not everything was lost. Hope beckoned.

Yuxin stopped and looked at Jane. The older woman got up and walked to the kitchen. From a cabinet, she removed a wooden Cohiba cigar box and extracted a remote hard drive. Jane returned to the table and placed the hard drive in front of Yuxin. With only a moment's hesitation, Yuxin looked down at it then faced Luke as she pushed it carefully, with both hands, across the table. An offering.

Silence descended again, broken by Yuxin.

"I can code," she stated matter-of-factly. Her tone soft. "I would have used a maze metaphor instead of Love," she said, referring to their very first meeting. "I helped Alex with some of his coding. But honestly, it is beyond my skill level. His laban and your own work were very, very important to him."

"Why are you offering all this information and the return of my stolen goods?" enquired Luke somewhat harshly.

"I feel a debt to Alex. He has been the first person to have believed in me and not my persona. I am certain Alex knew I had another agenda; but he never judged me. He accepted me as Yuxin.

In my months with Alex, his friendship with you was the only other time that I saw the same level of acceptance, respect, and commitment."

Yuxin took a sip of the still-steaming tea. "My colleagues are in disarray. I intervened as best I could to try and save Alex. I failed. Jasmine failed. Yet I could rescue you twice — your work and physically in the corridor; but now I am at the end of my abilities."

Turning to look at Jane, Yuxin continued, more confidence in her voice.

"Jane has long been a mentor to me. I am a member of programme she has sponsored over the years to support ‘exceptional’ young women. Her term, not mine. I have benefited greatly from that programme and her support; for which I am deeply grateful."

At this mention, Jane bowed her head slightly and smiled, but remained silent.

"When I arrived in Las Vegas and was faced with the increasing dilemma, I turned to Jane for counsel. She has always extended to me a genuine courtesy."

With that, Yuxin looked Jane squarely in the eyes, nodded, and said: "Thank you."

Jane accepted the gratitude in silence. After a pause, Yuxin continued: "You have understood my fears and not judged. Jane encouraged me to reach out to you — despite the risks of wrath and rejection by my masters and yourself," now looking at Luke.

The silence returned to the table. The tea remained steaming

Now it was Jane's turn to speak. "A circle needs to be completed, and you, Luke, seem to be the only one that can do so."

Considering his own experiences with MI6 and Tristan, Luke was forced to ask: "Are there not unpleasant consequences for you two?"

Yuxin was quiet for a moment, then nodded. "Certainly, but if order can be restored, that will be an achievement."

Jane's response was more stoic: "To be engaged in Life is to accept the consequences of one's decisions."

Luke’s mind followed these threads: ‘If choice is an illusion, as many suppose, the feeling of choosing is nonetheless real. Within that lived reality, consciousness emerges. Whither agency?’

Luke, desperate for a sign, tried one more flick.

"Even for a spy to be constantly concerned with the opinion of others is—" and before he could finish, Yuxin completed his phrase, "is to be their prisoner."

Luke was reassured; reinforced by the refection’s of the trio in the apartments many mirrors.

Yuxin in her turn sat amazed at this man's understanding of Confucian philosophy. 'Maybe he could be trusted?'

Luke decided not to be so rude as to ask if his hard drive had been copied. It gave clues to his own work on his joint 'Robin+Hood' project with Alex, but not the essential core codes. He decided to continue playing the naïve one.

"Jane, do you have a laptop I could borrow? Mine is missing," he said in wry humour with a matching half-smile.

Jane nodded, retreated into the depths of her apartment, and returned with a MacBook. Extracting it from its protective sleeve, she offered it to Luke. "It's a spare I use for online purchases. Clean and protected."

Placing it on the glass tabletop, Luke fired it up and started a series of quick manipulations.

Within less than a minute, he created a dead screen prompt.

Then, looking up, he connected the hard drive to the borrowed computer. Luke was taking a chance. 'Was Jane to be trusted? Certainly! Yuxin was suspect, but seemed to be his enemies' enemy. Thus, she was on the team bench, at least for now.'

His ruse had worked; the dead screen remained.

Fighting back a smile of smug satisfaction, he turned the laptop so Yuxin could see the screen and its dead black display.

Her eyes widened.

"Pity," he said in a low tone.

The surprise and even sadness was apparent in Yuxin's dark oriental eyes. "I need to think," she said, feigning disappointment.

Jane interrupted. "Given what I understand has happened today, I suggest rest is essential. I don't suppose either of you have a safe or secure place to stay?”

Their combined silence provided the answer.

“You can each stay here."

The question 'Why?' was written across the expressions of the two guests.

"Once in my past, I was in need of shelter and protection. A man provided that, the one who later took me to the Sanctuary," said Jane with a smile of nostalgia, looking at Luke. "Since then, I have vowed to repay that debt by paying it forward as a similar service." She paused, then added to soften the atmosphere. "Funnily enough, I saw him just the other day, purely by chance."

After a moment's reflection, Jane instructed: "No matter; I insist you two must stay!"




CHAPTER 78: Revelations

Rebecca moved silently, hiding herself in the bushes of the Springs Reserve, waiting for the day's visitors to leave. She felt ridiculous, but Director T's suggestion had been insistent: "You will learn something that your own investigation hasn't revealed."

The Park's guards did their final rounds as the crisp November evening descended.

Just before 6 PM. she heard voices. Two men came into her view—Rebecca knew them both: Dan Rocca and Ashan Hatcher. They sat down on one of the few curved benches at a T-junction of paths. Rebecca's hiding spot was directly opposite. The bushes were thick, but the men's conversation was audible.

For Dan and Ash, the Springs represented a haven, the place to discuss their most private affairs.

Dan sat with empty hands: no cigar, cognac glass, nor lucky chip turning between his fingers. Just bare palms and the weight of consequences.

Dan, turning left then right to look along the path running in front of them , asked: "Why is this happening?"

Ash, sitting on Dan's right, remained silent.

"Why was Chin murdered and why leave his body at St Thomas? Pointing at the Rolfe house of all structures?" Dan asked, a tone of desperation in his voice.

Rebecca took a sharp, involuntary breath, then stilled herself. 'They did know St Thomas and her parents' house after all. Liars, two!' Rage began to burn within her. 'So my intuition and note was right!'

The two men remained ignorant as to her presence

Ash had not seen Dan this anxious for many years.

"Then that terrible death of our chauffeur, Alex," Dan paused, his voice taking on a calmer tone.

"Not to mention Leo's passing. God rest his soul. There was a man who enjoyed life."

Ash let the commentary hang in the crisp night air. "We talked about this in your office. Maybe we should reconsider the sale of Paradise Tower?" he said, breaking the silence.

Dan, who had been looking straight ahead, turned his torso right to face Ash. "Is that really what you want to discuss now?" he asked, his tone crisp and dismissive. "Leo not yet in his grave and you want to discuss business."

Ash shifted his weight. "It's important. There is a lot of attention focused on us now. The Chinese are very upset about Chin's death. They still want answers. What do we tell them?"

A silence ensued.

"Also, with Leo's passing, what about Boris and his arrangements?"

Dan sat back a fraction, his body language indicating that Ash's points had validity. Theirs was a long and complicated partnership, Ash having introduced Dan to Richard Rolfe, the man who provided the insights for his fledgling construction company.

Dan thoughts plumbed. 'The offer from Perez was compelling. Cash; a lot of it. A new identity: a sort of Witness Protection Program for a transaction. I could move to Miami, or even Switzerland! But Director T had not sanctioned the sale... and the reach of the Chinese and Russians was long. It would be difficult to hide.'

Suddenly tired, Dan straightened and asked.

"Does the source of Perez's funds matter? Are we going to be here? Do we care what happens after we leave? We can just move on."

The statement had an unintended consequence; with Ash, his fuse, once lit, was short.

"Move on? Move on?!" exploded Ash, standing up abruptly. "You are always 'moving on' and leaving me to clean up for you!"

"What do you mean?" asked Dan quietly, surprised at the uncharacteristic outburst.

Ash was a master of the economics of truth. He had never shared with Dan that it was he who had delivered the final fatal blow, killing Richard.

"I found him at the transom of the house. I had to bury his body!"

There it was at last—a cancerous tumour that had festered for too long. A secret shared in the deepening gloam of the evening.

Now it was Dan's turn. He stood with such force he nearly launched himself forward.

"Transom? I hit Richard on the high ground and left him there, a good 300 feet from the house. He was dead!"

Rebecca silently gasped, instinctively standing up in her hide.

"Yeah, you hit him. But I always have to finish everything for you!" the words spat out of Ash's mouth. "Tidy up! No, he wasn't dead, but he was as good as. You hit him hard. I just went back to finish your sloppy work," growled the grizzled man of the desert. "As always!" he hissed.

Dan examined Ash for a long moment and the sat down again, slowly on the bench. He seemed winded – Ash’s revelation had hit him hard.

Rebecca was frozen by the unfolding revelations.

Shock subsiding, her police training kicked in. Rebecca reached behind to her waistband and withdrew her revolver, a ‘P365’. 'I am going to intervene and make an arrest,' she thought, flexing her muscles.

Before Rebecca could move, she was stopped by the unexpected arrival of two other people: a man and a woman. Rebecca remained still as they advanced, unnoticed.

"Ahh, everyone I wish to meet," announced the stocky man in Russian-accent English "Thank you!"

Rebecca recognised the athletic, tall woman from the Tower—Sindy.

The stocky man in a baggy leather jacket she had never seen before.

"And what the hell do you want Volkov?" barked Ash at him.

"My contract fulfilled. If not, the return of my money, plus damages!" replied Boris with a sarcastic tone. The approaching pair drew up, stopping a few yards from the bench; facing the standing Ash and seated Dan. Ten feet separating the pairs.

Ash looked scornfully at Boris, then Sindy, before returning his gaze to Boris. "We don't owe you a thing!" he barked. "You've made your own mess. I warned you."

The standing pair stood motionless. Boris responded slowly: "I don't speak to the ‘help’. I speak to the owner," he said, jutting his jaw towards Dan.

Dan, sensing a deeper discussion, slowly stood. "I don't know who you are or what you are talking about. Introductions are required."

As explosive as the dynamite in the Delamar mines, Ash screamed: "The only introduction necessary is this!" as he withdrew his revolver from under his left arm and pointed it at Boris.

As the arc of Ash's arm came towards Boris, his body recoiled at the sound of the first 'thud'; then his head snapped back with the sound of the second. Ash fell backwards — dead on impact.

The lithe Amazonian, Sindy, was half-crouching, a long-barrelled, suppressed pistol held in her hand. Her head was half-cocked, her aim true.

Dan and Boris stared at each other as Sindy slowly rose and advanced to the lifeless body.

Rebecca, her own weapon held high, waited in the underbrush.

Sindy knelt and felt for a pulse. Nothing. Smiling, she stood and turned to face Boris. Then Rebecca saw Sindy's expression suddenly change to incomprehensible shock.

In rapid succession, two additional thuds were heard. Sindy's head rocked back violently, twice.

Her body fell backwards over Ash's.

On hearing the coughing bark of the suppressed volleys, Boris turned; withdrawing his own pistol and firing several rounds into the darkness, their contrasting acoustics explosive, as he bounded into the undergrowth. There was a returning 'thud' from the approaching figure in pursuit.

Rebecca brought her gun down, tracking the dark male figure emerging from the gloam. Again, shock stopped her.

It was Grant!

Before she could recover, he bent over the lifeless figure of Sindy, remained there momentarily as he tapped her forehead; then he was gone— in pursuit of Boris.

Rebecca emerged from the brush and aimed her weapon squarely at Dan. He had not moved during the gunfire exchange, more rooted than the neighbouring cottonwoods

"Don't move!" Rebecca commanded, her body trembling. "Hands where I can see them!"

"You did know my father! You murdered him!" Her rage was building. "On the ground, face down!"

Slowly, sinking to his knees, Dan attempted to placate the former police officer. "Now Rebecca—"

"Down!" it was her turn to scream.

Then suddenly, all went blank.

***

Groggy, Rebecca awoke to find herself seated in her own vehicle in the car park of the Springs.

The dashboard read: '09:19 PM.'

The pain at the back of her scalp was intense. A lump, sizable and firm. Shaking her head, Rebecca checked her surroundings. Her vehicle was the only one in the park. She felt her pistol was in her rear waistband. She withdrew the Sauer, sniffing the weapon. It was empty of bullets but had not been fired.

Suddenly, she was aware of a presence in the back seat.

"So now you know. You have the answer to the question you have searched for your whole life."

Rebecca began to turn but was stopped by the male Voice's instruction.

"Don't," he commanded, pressing a thumb against the back of her head. The pain was intense.

"Don't," the voice repeated.

Rebecca stopped, looking intensely in the rear-view mirror to put a face to the voice. "Who are you?" she whispered, afraid.

"Someone; a searcher of truths, such as you." Then, a pause. "Patriots, we two, regardless."

Rebecca let the cryptic answers sink in. She knew the man now; from the lunch encounter at Tommy Rockers. "What happened?" she enquired.

"You had to be stopped. It was a noble gesture on your part, to see Justice done. But Dan's fate is not yours to dictate."

"Grant. It was Grant!"

"Maybe, maybe not. But that also is none of your concern." There was an odd cadence to the man's throaty tone, an American dialect she couldn't quite place.

"What happened to Dan? And Ash? They murdered my father! And what of that woman? Who was the other man?" The questions bubbled forth, curiosity calming her fears.

"My, my, so many questions," the Voice stated flatly. "To answer your questions, I will tell you a tale, then we can discuss my proposition."




CHAPTER 79: Denouement

Director T had been forced to intervene, months prior, to effect the purification that he felt Paradise Tower required.

Over the decades, the Tower had become his domain of influence: a fact that both Dan and Ash had lost sight of over the years. Yet, Director T's success and longevity in the Shadow-world had been predicated on not being seen to act; on being able to refute culpability. Rather, he was a prime mover, setting players into action along paths and fates from which they could not easily stray.

What was the value of Paradise Tower? Certainly, as a property it had a value; but this paled into insignificance to its worth as a fulcrum of nascent ideas and activities that could in time gain a global scale and import. Being as removed as possible from government influence and oversight gave the Tower, its residents and activities a rare edge — an advantage over most think tanks, skunkworks, and research laboratories. Some of the greatest inventions and discoveries had been made by individuals working in their own way. The Anglo-American capitalist system had, through the centuries, proven to be a fecund milieu to promote such innovation. Such a framework did not rely on its own nationals for that inspirational spark.

Witness the radio: Marconi of Italian-Irish descent working under a British Telecom contract.

What of the Manhattan project? Radar? Electricity with Tesla? The US Space programme and its phalanx of Nazi scientists? And now, with the marriage of wares: hard-middle-soft, deriving nurturing support from all vanes of the rose.

War was a catalyst. There was always to be the next war. Director T's talent was to spot these individuals and their initiatives that might be weaponizable: in some form or fashion at some point in time. The Tower offered a small yet critical crucible, well in advance of Mars’ driving innovation. Yes, there were whiffs of DARPA, NSC, the various military and national intelligence agencies. But all were heavy-handed and oppressive. Secret structures based on secrets were inevitably a crippling burden on innovation and insight. Even academic and commercially oriented centres, such as Xerox' PARC and Bell Labs, suffered under such weight of oversight.

Innovations are rarely the product of a single individual. Yes, one man or woman may have an insightful idea, but invariably, as the chronicle of centuries of technological developments reveal, it is the accumulated efforts—direct and indirect—that lead to the moment where an idea becomes a reality. Science and technology have little respect for borders or nations. Despite what history books like to reveal, Director T often thought of the transistor as a good example. An idea first described by Volta in 1800, through Babbage and Lovelace to Lilienfeld to be claimed by Bell Labs in 1947. Centuries of accumulated work by thousands of others from many disciplines, in Europe, Asia, and the Americas. 'Who invented the computer?'

Director T’s ophidian thoughts brought him back to the predicament at Paradise Tower.

The Tower’s worth was beyond any individual. It was precious to a nefarious group of interests; principally tied to the American military-industrial complex with its global reach; yet not exclusively so - otherwise, where was the value of it? The recent years of Dan’s and Ash’ combined stewardship now threatened the Tower’s integrity. The long-standing and consistent Chinese interests could be relied upon to support the Tower’s symbiotic construct, but only if a semblance of order was restored.

Ashan Hatcher. He had long been the point of contact with the Chinese ‘tenants’. Yet, he was a sad man, pitiable in many ways. His anger with Life accentuated his biases as well as his own sense of entitlement. A self-perceived man of action, Ash had always been frustrated that he could not persuade nor force others to his will. Circumstances and others had to be positioned to that end. Hence the convoluted forcing mechanisms Ash contrived in his dark, lonely moments. Ash was a spent force. Dan Rocca had the intellect and personality to hold the community together – at least in the beginning. Yet his substrate had cracked. Dan had to be brought back to common sense—to remain at Paradise. One had to be clean to clean. This World being as it is, all such activities required funding.

Director T’s pay-masters, for he had need of such financiers, had indicated a willingness to offer such funds.

Then suddenly, the ‘businessman’ Elias Thorne had emerged after Ash's meeting with Chin. The probability of such a convenient lifeline being offered was remote but welcome. The Chinese, recognising the symbiotic value of Paradise, would be keen to find a more contemporary means to fund their interests for the proper custody of the Tower. What better than a former injury lawyer representing an impeccable Silicon Valley investment firm—@cme Ventures? Their investment in @cme Casino was significant, through myriad offshore, Singaporean and Macau based shell corporations.

Director T wanted the Chinese to feel in control, while keeping his own overarching influence secret and secure. ‘Salt Typhoon’ had been an interesting exercise in feint and double feint. George Smiley would have been proud.

Throughout the Tower's genesis, Uncle Sam had complicated matters by chopping and changing the rules of engagement. The threat of North Korean laptop farms was an example. The hackers were a clear and present danger. Ash had thought it best to get the Chinese to do the dirty work: rooting out the Russians, and then the North Koreans. Such actions would allow Paradise to return to its former order. The limited, myopic thinking by Director T’s ‘uncle’ took no account of the dynamism of basic human behaviours; the simple formula that every action begets a reaction.

Using the latest technology at his fingertips, Director T had designed an AGI-inspired domino chain of events. It was Sindy, under Director T's broad remit instructions, that led her to take the creative opportunity to stage Chin’s convenient death to look as if it was the Tryzub 7 hackers gloating – from their recent @cme Casino hack. The gambling chip was a twin tie to them and to Dan's dark past. Ash had always hoped that the Chinese would eradicate the Hackers.

But big beasts are not easily controlled. The Chinese had reacted; but not as hoped. Kidnapping Sergei was not enough of a provocation. Ash then inadvertently killed his informer in Tryzub 7, Maxime Orlov. Boris Volkov had overreacted, and the Hackers' own entanglement with Uncle Sam had led to the unexpected consequences. Ash had little idea of the brewing cyber-ware maelstrom being developed by Alex Manners, Jamie Lambert and now Luke Carmichael.

Uncle Sam's safety pin of Sindy, faulty herself, had failed.

Fate benefits from perfect hindsight. Probabilities were not enough to predict Rebecca's note to Dan, which was oddly fortuitous. Rebecca’s intuitive missive was borne out of her frustration; to chide out some sort of reaction from a man in denial, wishing to keep a secret hidden. Likewise, Sindy had been tasked with watching Chin. She had imaginatively strayed from her brief and had used Chin’s unexpected demise as a means to stage his death. A spark to shake the hackers.

The inspired acts of Rebecca and Sindy begged the fundamental question: would the Machine ever be as capable as the (wo)man. Grant assigned to shadow Sindy from the outset – had duly reported and reacted within mandate.

The low-level, brush fire of St Thomas had exploded out of control. It drove the subsequent murders of Alex Manners and Leo Geller and the abduction of Dr Vivian Cho. These were the actions of a desperate Boris seeking money and the program codes to the ultimate malware. His vicious exertions trammelled both Sindy and Ash.

Death and destruction had roared through the Meadow; an inherent part of Life’s cycle. Fire was a natural and necessary cleansing mechanism. Clearing dead branches to allow new shoots to grow.

Director T did share Ash's interest in Nature but their horticultural approaches were different.

Ash looked at Nature and took comfort from it as he continued his controlling actions within it. In contrast, Director T horticultural interest was philosophical: a source of inspiration and engagement. He tended to his meadow, ensuring it blossomed season after season in a manner of his liking. Director T had observed developments and understood that individuals play out their roles through carrot and stick. Not a puppeteer, as there were no direct threads. Rather, the Director built walls and gullies to direct the flow of human behaviour, skimming as required.

With the Hackers rooted-out, North Koreans cut back and the Chinese reassured, some semblance of order would be restored. Director T had weeded the unnecessary Dan, Ash, Leo, and Sindy from the lawn. Cho had been rescued and Orion tested. What remained was for the digital assets needed to be secured, protected, and perfected. The launch of the apocalyptic malware was at least halted but remained out of reach. The loss of Alex was unfortunate. Lambert might be recovered. Luke was a wildcard. Maybe, Rebecca was the means to maintain harmony. National Interests were paramount, which in this case, overlapped with his own.




CHAPTER 80: An offer

"To my proposition, Ms Rolfe," started Director T in his formal tones, "you need to understand the context of things."

Rebecca remained motionless in the driver's seat, the back of her head still ached from the blow she had received.

Director T noted her movement but offered no solace. Such were the inevitable costs, in this case small and temporary, for being in his orbit.

The Director began his narrative.

"Paradise Tower is a listening post for worlds that are rarely exposed to sunlight. I like to describe it as a hive; where information is gathered and directed to be weighed used. Sadly, the structure that has been created is being beset by the follies of those who should have known better."

Rebecca sensed the Director’s comfort and confidence as he slipped in and out his Bonacker dialect. It spoke to her own heritage.

"Daniel Rocca was afforded the opportunity to live out his dream, and he abused it. He became over-burdened with promises, vain oaths made without sanction; debts he could never hope to settle."

"Our Chinese residents are present for a variety of reasons. They monitor the movements of their casino investments. Sadly, the Tower has also allowed them to practise a degree of industrial, military and political espionage. Reprehensible and regrettable; but better to know what your enemies know. So, all in all, they are tolerated. Back channels have always been useful."

"As to the Hackers. They were introduced by your lover, Leo, to access financing. Partly to fund esoteric medical research as well as help Friend Rocca alleviate his debts. As with their activities, their disease had to be expunged. That man accompanying Sinclair Matthews was Boris Reznikov, the ostensible head of the Tryzub7 hacking ring. Steps are underway to bring Tryzub7's activities to an end."

The Director paused and Rebecca detected a change in the man’s timbre, regret.

"For Sinclair Matthews, a sad case. I bear witness to a patriot twisted by too many personal, professional, and patriotic demands, often in simultaneous conflict."

The Director waited a beat, seeking clarity in the silence. “Matthews explored the latitudes of her brief. By staging the untimely death of Mr Chin, which set the current flow of events in motion.”

Rebecca remained still, listening, absorbing the Voice’s oddly convincing intonations and intent.

“I might add your note was prescient and useful.”

At this comment, Rebecca raised her eyebrows: a mark of empathy.

"The other residents, by and large, play a role in the Tower's hive. You may come to learn them."

Director T paused, dragging out the silence, signalling by it that he required Rebecca's full attention.

Not usually a man to hurry matters, but Director T was keen for an answer, it was evident in the change in his tone and cadence.

"Now I need a new housekeeper, or if you prefer, a ‘Queen Bee’. Daniel, Ashan and Matthews tried fulfilling that role. It is self-evident that one would be better than three, with all the inherent conflicts. Life has its cycles: the three need to become one."

"What is going to happen to Dan?" asked Rebecca, wanting to bring the discussion to a present, personal level.

"Well, that I had thought to leave it to you. Arrangements need to be made that he is contained and that his assets are transferred to a more appropriate owner. Who better than Richard Rolfe's daughter; as his ideas and funds were the kernel of the Tower?"

Rebecca's eyes widened, yet her gaze never wavered from the rear-view mirror and the large dark image it captured. Conflicting thoughts buzzed through her mind, dulling the pain of her injury.

Suddenly another vehicle, a black Escalade, pulled up behind her own. Its headlamps cast a blazing full beam, blinding her vision. Rebecca raised her right hand to shield her eyes, not wanting to lose eye contact with the Voice seated behind her.

Playing a bait & switch approach the Voice offered. "You need not answer me now, though it would be best."

Rebecca could sense his bulk moving forward in the rear passenger seat.

She bit her lip. Too much to think about. Then instinctively said: "Yes."

Director T’s momentum stopped. She could hear a smile of satisfaction in his voice. "Ahh…hoped for and better than expected." There was a pause. "Thank you," as the negotiations were concluded.

'The bees need be told,' Director T told himself.

The man began to exit the rear passenger door. "Please don't try to find me. I will be in touch. It is obvious that interference will not end well for you. But if we are agreed, then I feel we will have many years of productive cooperation."

‘Until the Bee’, he muttered to himself as he left the cavernous vehicle, now empty.

***

The two separate shots had been expertly placed by Grant. Dispatching Sindy and injuring the gun hand of Boris. The hunters hunted. Prey to be stalked and despatched as per program.

Grant pursued the Hacker through the bush, stalking him. His Orion features gave him enhanced capabilities: sensory, physical and mental—within prescribed limits.

Boris was moving as quickly and silently as he could, despite his injury. He stopped and peered into the darkness behind him, listening intently. Nothing. The pain in his right hand, where Orion's bullet had struck his revolver was excruciating. An expert shot. Boris' right hand was hardly functional, and bleeding. He turned and made a dash for the back gate of the Springs.

Reaching his car, Boris fumbled for the key fob, hurled himself into the driver's seat, and started the ignition. Without bothering to check, Boris wildly steered the car out of the near-empty car park. Boris was oblivious to the figure that stood by the bush line as he passed by and threw an object at the rear of the car. He did not hear the metallic click of the magnetic tracker device affixing itself to the car's body. Boris careened the vehicle right, northwards, and sped off into the pools of street lighting.

Orion stood tall and erect. His mission was to protect and pursue. His next immediate targets were to track and terminate Boris any known associates. In addition, retrieve digital assets and secure the release of Dr Vivian Cho.

Grant Montgomery had not always been Orion. A near-fatal accident had left him in a vegetative state.

From his military and religious beliefs, Grant had ticked the box authorising life-enhancing procedures. The ostensible objective was to return a victim to fully functional existence: mentally, physically, even spiritually.

Recovery had been long and slow. Dr Cho had insisted on a very specific programme of protocols in an attempt to regain Grant's humanity within the persona of Orion—an AI agentic assassin. In a sense, Orion was the state of being that Leo had hoped for; and Dr Cho and her team were working towards. No, ‘Terminator T-1’ was still a generation away. Orion was a child's step.

Grant responded to the immediate priority of Rebecca and the disposal of the bodies.

Anticipating such an outcome, he had pre-dug two separate graves in the Springs. Fitting for each recipient. Ashan as the slain, represented a place of solace; it would be a return to his roots.

As for Sindy, he-she-it was a troubled, if not tortured, soul. Las Vegas had become home and would be forever.

Grant returned to witness Rebecca attempting to arrest Dan. He struck her expertly in the nape of the neck to render her unconscious, estimating a good three hours.

Dan was shaking. "I am so pleased you are here. You saved me from these crazy people." Before Dan could react; Grant rendered him unconscious with a single right-handed blow to the side of his neck.

First, Grant lifted Rebecca's lifeless body into his arms and carried her to her car. He emptied the shells of her revolver, keeping them, then replaced the gun in her waistband and settled her in the car. Rebecca would regain consciousness in familiar surroundings.

Grant then returned and lifted the unconscious body of Dan. The weight was not daunting—a testimony to the Orion enhancements. He carried Dan to the Paradise SUV, placing the prone figure in the rear. Dan would regain consciousness soon and needed to be returned to his penthouse, to be debriefed.

Returning to the site, Grant removed any evidence of the meeting and shootings, including Boris's damaged pistol. Satisfied, Grant made his way back to the car park a final time.

Once Dan had been left in his apartment, Grant resumed his hunt. The tracking device indicated a house in West Las Vegas, on Twain.

Grant parked his vehicle two blocks south, near the Palms Casino, but await from the surveillance cameras. He walked the short distance calmly but with intent.

The single-story house was indistinct. Aware that Boris would have installed sophisticated security, Orion approached cautiously. His enhanced AGI senses could see the infrared beams and hear the frequencies. His attenuated hearing picked up frantic Russian discussions within. His heat-sensing vision detected one body in the back room, two in the front right, and another in the front left. A significant heat signature emanated from the centre of the structure- servers and computers.

It was over quickly.

Orion entered through the back door of the house. There he found Dr Cho: awake and calm, but restrained to a bed. Satisfied, Orion moved on.

He found two men frantically working on their computers. A double tap to both, and they slumped forward onto their keyboards. Orion then found Boris in the front room. The only word he uttered in English was "Shit." Orion shot Boris in his left bicep, as his hastily bandaged hand revealed where had been shot earlier. Orion approached the screaming Ukrainian and rendered him unconscious with a blow to his head. Boris had many questions to answer and was thus valuable. Threats eliminated and contained in less than four minutes.

On command, a black SUV pulled up. Four men in black exited from the vehicle, entered the house, hooded the semiconscious Boris, and carried him to the vehicle. The other three began their forensic work, collecting everything that had been of use to Tryzub7.

During this time, Orion had returned to the back-left room and the captive Dr Cho. Releasing her, they left the house through its back door and walked together to his SUV.

"So pleased to have you back, Dr Cho," said Grant.

The diminutive, frail Asian woman hobbled along the sidewalk. Her neck was bare — the pearl necklace gone, lost somewhere in captivity. She looked up at the man supporting her and smiled.

"Yes, it is good to be back, Grant." She stopped and then asked: "Mr Geller?

Sindy?"

Grant's mute and expressionless reaction was answer enough.

'More calibrations to be done,' she thought to herself as she fought back a sense of remorse.




CHAPTER 81: Wizard's Apprentice

The guest room's bed had been welcoming and oh so comfortable. Luke had entered the room and, without undressing, fallen straight on top of the bed.

He awoke with a start. The room was dark; silence occupied the apartment. Luke looked at his watch: it read 03:17 o'clock; nearly seven hours of sleep. After a splash of cold water on his face and a French wash in the ensuite bathroom, Luke carefully opened the door. Convinced he was alone; he made his way back to the main room and the dining table.

Jane's computer and the hard drive were exactly as he had left them on the glass dining table. Tradecraft. Candles were still burning throughout her apartment, giving it an ethereal glow from the reflected light.

Last night's exploration of the hard drive had been a ruse. Luke had created a prompt that would give the user the impression that the hard drive was not functional and unreadable. Neither was the case, but Yuxin was fooled, for now. She had seemed genuinely disappointed and had not pressed to inspect the laptop herself. Perhaps a positive sign. Yet, Luke had to assume Yuxin had a copy and wanted to learn what he would do next.

Regardless, Luke's data files were there, three weeks old. That was a positive, in the recent mêlée of negatives.

Luke, no longer paranoid but cautious, realised that if he tried to access his cloud account, it might set off a signal or, worse yet, a reverse hack and track. Best to stay off the grid for as long as he could.

Luke's great trepidation was the chalice of Alex's USB. Any experienced digital native knew never to insert an unknown device into a computer. It might contain hidden programs, even viruses. Yet, Luke had to know what was on the stick.

Luke sat down in front of the laptop and busied himself; taking suitable precautions to silo the incoming USB stick on Jane's borrowed laptop.

Luke then inserted it.

This act was not a Hollywood blockbuster. The file opened with a black screen and a simple message in 36-point Aptos font: ‘Know thyself’. It was a password prompt.

Luke smiled at the typical Alex allusion. The Oracle at Delphi! Luke typed in the response: 'Nothing in excess' but in Cyrillic script — ηδὲν ἄγαν, a phrase he had memorised years before during his travels to Greece. Luke hit the return key.

What unfolded were pages of coding, scrolling in front of his eyes. In addition to the self-scrolling code was a suite of folders, files, and documents.

Luke began deciphering his treasure. Time passed slow and fast.

So absorbed in his sleuthing was Luke that he failed to notice the lithe figure of Jane as she entered the dark kitchen. Dawn was still a good hour away. Jane stood next to the coffee pod machine; observing Luke, hunched over the laptop’s screen. Jane hesitated, then began to make the coffee with a purpose.

The sound of the preparations snapped Luke out of his state, and he immediately looked up and stared at Jane.

She was dressed in a sheer, pearl-coloured silk robe that concealed little and invited much, giving her Barbie figure a sophisticated allure as it shimmered in the half-light of the dying candlelight and approaching dawn.

Jane smiled. "Sorry, but I always need a coffee to start my day. I think you could use one to continue yours." Then, she bestowed a dazzling smile on the surprised younger man.

Luke was too vested in her hospitality to do more than return the smile and nod, before returning his attention to the screen.

Within a few minutes, she gracefully approached the dining table with two cups of steaming coffee and placed one to Luke's right. He looked up, smiled again, and said ‘thank you’.

Whilst remaining standing, she took a sip from her own coffee, looking over its edge at Luke, her blue eyes twinkling.

Jane had always felt a certain allure for a man focused on a task, intellectually engaged, especially if it gave him purpose. The lack of questioning convinced Luke that Jane was a friend, certainly not a foe; though these labels were clearly inadequate given the web of intrigue.

Jane was gratified that Luke acquiesced to her uninvited action to sit down at the head of the table, her place from the night before. Nods were exchanged. Jane left Luke undisturbed to continue his work.

Alex's USB was indeed a grail. It contained a complete inventory of the files related to all the projects he had been working on. Luke quickly scanned the pages of coding. The trojan ransomware had a fatal, intentional flaw in it; along with some ither programs beginning with ‘T”. Luke presumed it was Alex's curtailing barb to the hackers of Tyzub7

Armageddon was there in all its binary glory. It could enter unnoticed, decrypt any file, and extract the data, remaining undetected. All untraceable. Yet, being binary, it would take many lifetimes for each cycle to work.

The shocking discovery for Luke was a quantum version: In all its Dirac notations and QPL. It would be absolutely lethal given the superimposition and entanglement properties of a quantum relay. Near instantaneous. 'How, when, and where had Alex made that incredible leap?' A notation suggested there would be an iteration made at some point in the future. A test run.

Would that be Q-Day?

Luke had bittersweet thoughts as he recognised the elements of their joint work. Alex had utilised elements of his own Armageddon program, Luke's Spirit, and Lambert's dedicated digital wallet.

‘Robin+Hood’ had been built to extract financial assets from the wealthy and redistribute it. A sub-register made this assessment. The great leveller. In Alexian terms, it did not destroy the Temple, but would clean it up.

Luke smiled. Alex had left all their nomenclatures.

‘Robin’: based on Luke's underlying Spirit program, would identify each recipient to receive an appropriate amount of cryptocurrency - HopeTokens. ‘Hood’: based on Armageddon, would enter, decrypt, and extract financial assets, depositing them in a secure blockchain vault — Pandora. This ultra-secure crypto ledger would be the sole remaining medium of wealth and it HopeTokens. Cash was obsolete. This had been built with Lambert's assistance.

A new order would be enforced. 'Theft for all Mankind,' was the self-justifying rally-cry of Alex’s that flashed through Luke's mind.

The final piece was new: Locksley — the overarching algorithm; a self-recursive AGI algorithm that would start and oversee the autonomous, agentic-based elements of the quiver. It would be self-governing.

All highfaluting, hallucinating science fiction imaginations; perhaps. The test run beckoned.

Yet, even with small modifications and the use of quantum computing, the elements of Alex-Jamie-Luke's work could have devastating effects, breaking all current encryption codes in an instant. The end of secrets and security on which the modern world so depended.

Luke sat back and stared at the laptop. 'But how to use this treasure? To launch it? When? What of the test?'

Who was Luke to decide?

Luke’s mind grappled with the dilemma. ‘If choice is illusory, as many people suppose; regardless the impression of choosing is not illusory. With that impression so emerges consciousness. Whither agency?’

He leaned forward and took a sip of his coffee. The caffeine jolt had the opposite effect: it dispensed calm. He turned to look at Jane. She was sitting erect, her own mug clasped in her hands. She sipped occasionally and slowly. Luke returned her smile.

Unseen by either of them, Yuxin had been observing their behaviour for a few minutes. She sensed the physical chemistry between the younger man and the mature woman. It was genuine. Despite all her training, Yuxin felt conflicted; no jealous!

Jane looked up, noticing Yuxin, beckoned her forwards. "Coffee? Tea?" she offered. Both were declined.

While Yuxin approached, Luke tracked her graceful movement. He wondered to himself as he secretly disengaged the USB stick in his left hand, palming it to his left pocket, an action unnoticed by the two women.

As Yuxin sat down opposite him, Luke noticed that both women were wearing distinctive red jewellery. Jane had a huge tabletop-cut ruby on the fourth finger of her left hand. Yuxin, on the other hand, wore a simple gold chain with a pendant, a round button of middle-red-coloured jade.

He was struck by coincidences — Alex's USB stick had a strip of red down its side.

Morning salutations dispensed, a somewhat awkward silence descended. Luke decided to continue fishing.

"Well Yuxin, thank you for my files. In fact, they are all here and intact as far as I can see, but dated; from that evening that you..." he let the sentence hang.

"...That I stole them from you," said Yuxin, completing his sentence, adopting the same demure tone and posture as the night before.

Luke was both surprised and pleased. He continued his chosen gambit. "Sadly there is no quanta here to woo you with."

Yuxin did not react, but Jane sat up. Suddenly, amorous words were being used to match a frisson she had detected the night before.

"Woah? Quanta?" Jane enquired, on an unintentional cue.

Luke turned to Jane, smiling as he explained: "I used an analogy of 'Love' to explain quantum computing when I first met Yuxin. I am not quite sure of the effect."

Luke was dumbfounded when Jane replied. "Oh entanglement, superimposition, and all that?

How far did you go — I hope not penetration!" Jane concluded with a broad grin. As hoped, her words had the effect of softening what was clearly going to be a tense discussion. They all laughed at the sexual innuendo.

Luke turned and stared at the starlet-like beauty in shock.

“I can tell you all about Einstein’s view of quantum mechanics, such as his claim of it being ‘Spooky action at a distance’ and even the esoteric aspects of Tao; but that never helped me sell a single TCAM.

Luke was shocked by the sudden realisation about Jane and her quality. What seemed concealed about Jane was actually quite apparent – for those willing to see.

"I may look like a dumb blonde, but I was in Tech for years; semiconductors. Computing is my thing, or at least the talk of it, not walking it."

Luke smiled and chuckled. 'Sanctuary indeed!'

"By the way, that ruby of yours is magnificent," said Luke in a genuine tone.

Jane smiled and accepted the compliment by nodding.

Now Yuxin commented: "I thought your analogy was original and... engaging."

Yuxin then stopped and thought to herself: 'Inference' and 'decoherence' were terms that crossed between the realms of emotion as well as logic.'

Yuxin continued her comments: "However, maybe you might consider a maze or library analogy, as I said last night. Exploring all possible paths simultaneously rather than one-by-one."

Luke was gratified to hear Yuxin admit more than a lover's interest in quantum.

"Perhaps we should have discussed Shor's algorithm and factorisation?" Luke asked, somewhat dismissively.

"Perhaps..." the younger woman responded, "...but then we might not be here now."

Luke now focused all his attention on Yuxin, who was looking proudly at the young man across the table. 'Fisherman caught? Perhaps.'

Decisions to be made.

Logic would demand more facts and data. Yet, circumstances set severe limits. Luke had much in his hand, but not everything. He had to assume that Yuxin's masters and the Hackers had his work, but not Alex's. The concept and some raw bones, but not a prototype. Luke needed help and resources. He was short on time and people to trust. Luke's behavioural training set aside; just as a poker player, Luke went all-in.

Directing his comments to Yuxin, he opened.

"I don't know who you are really, but there is much more to you than many would imagine." Luke paused before explaining in truncated terms his and Alex's joint hacking with regard to 'Robin+Hood' and that while it was an interesting intellectual puzzle, it was by no means a practical program, certainly not without a quantum approach.

During his punt, Jane's eyes had widened with the revelations. Yuxin remained impassive.

Naturally, Luke did not share that he had all of Alex's files, codes and access keys on the red-striped USB stick. Also, he knew where Lambert was; for the moment.

Yuxin was quiet. Jane continued to sip her now-lukewarm coffee. Luke felt energised and inspired by his play. The gambler's rush of dopamine.

Luke decided on a tilt. He leant forwards and gestured with a soft nod. "While Jane has an amazing ruby, that jade necklace of yours is exquisite. It suits you."

Yuxin was caught off guard and blushed, her right hand flying to her chest bone to clasp the pendant.

"Is it cracked?" he asked.

Now Yuxin was truly shocked. 'How could he know it was damaged; and about jade traditions?

So many facets to this man that Alex did not possess.'

Slowly Yuxin replied: "In fact, yes it is."

"Ah good, then its energy has protected you from evil forces. Thank you again for protecting me."

Jane stared at Luke but perceived the body language signal.

Luke had taken a 'leap of faith', trying to step his way on the visible stones in this torrent. He was mesmerised by the two women for different reasons of lust, fear and respect. Luke was relieved that neither of them was a Leo 'conquest'. The red colour of the jewellery and the USB stick was a sign. It spoke to Luke's part-Nordic heritage. A 'red thread' signals destiny, unbreakable bonds, protection and good fortune.

Yuxin then spoke, her sense of conflict assuaged. There was a greater danger present, and Luke offered the best, if not only, means to neutralise it.

"How can I help?"

Entangled!

"I need to find a quantum array!"




CHAPTER 82: Dead Zone

In this day and age, few anti-surveillance measures were sustainable beyond the short term, but they were important remedial steps.

After a few days, while scanning his email inbox, Luke was surprised to read the 'Win a free day trip to Valley of Fire' headline and discounted it. The body text had a time, date and pre-assigned seat; set for a fortnight hence. The mention stirred a memory of a geomorphological lecture he had attended at Oxford. Dry stuff. Luke binned it.

Despite that frame of mind, Luke was surprised to receive not one, but three unsolicited deliveries from Amazon to Jane’s address. They contained a cornucopia of items: a Faraday bag, RF shielding sleeve, a jacket with 'adversarial' pattern emblazoned across it, a baseball cap with LED lights in the visor and a red clown's nose. A proverbial cloaking or anti-surveillance kit. The contents came with a simple printed note: 'For your trip.'

A panicked hunt through his bin allowed Luke to retrieve the discarded prize.

Was this a precursor to a mob-hit in the desert, or would he be sleeping with the few remaining fish in Lake Mead — or, he hoped, a practical joke? But Luke dared not confide in Yuxin nor Jane for a variety of reasons: logical, practical, emotional.

So, on the prescribed day, donning the garish jacket and cap a new burner phone in the RF pouch, a pebble in his right shoe and with four hundred dollars in bills under twenty in his pocket, but dispensing with the nose, Luke waited for the tour bus at the Resorts World forecourt. It was crowded with eager day-tripping tourists. They were a cross-section of the 180 foreign nationalities, numbering over thirty-five million, who visit Las Vegas in any given year.

The fifty-three-mile drive to Overton and the Valley of Fire, through the state park's western gate, was scheduled to take ninety minutes. Luke thought he was prepared, but he was not.

The bus was not full. Luke was surprised that his pre-assigned seat was in the penultimate row at the back, on the kerb side of the bus. Luke did not think buses followed a 'weights and balances' rule. The pretty redhead, midway on the right-hand side, smiled demurely as he walked down the aisle to the back of the bus and his seat. He did not reciprocate. 'Honey trap!?' he thought.

The seat behind him was occupied by a wiry figure of a man in his sunset years. He had his jacket and hat placed on the central seat of the final row but was still wearing overly large sunglasses. He offered Luke no sign of expectation nor recognition.

Once the bus had passed the Circa on I-15, heading north, the man behind him spoke.

"Thank you for coming" in a soft, but indistinct English accent. Not London nor Home Counties — nothing really, bland but efficient.

Luke had thought to turn but decided against it, melodramatically expecting a cold steel blade through the seat into his ribs.

"We are going to be spending a good few hours together today. Despite the stealth stuff, I have no secrets. My name is Harris, Nicholas Harris."

Luke remained guarded and silent.

"I've brought something for you from our mutual acquaintance, Alpha." It took a second for Luke to recognise the tradecraft to obfuscate eavesdropping: 'Alpha' was 'A' was Alex.

Then, as if an electric charge ran through his seat, Luke sat bolt upright and turned, forgetting his tradecraft.

On closer inspection, the elderly man had red hair and pale skin, which framed a set of amazing emerald eyes that blazed with intensity. They were now on display as the man's sunglasses were off. He must be English, or perhaps British: his teeth needed fixing.

"'Tee-Pee' said you were a tetchy one."

Again that cognitive moment. 'T.' 'P.' "Perry?! Perry?! What the fuck does he want now?" blurted Luke, emotion suddenly getting the better of him.

Harris offered a confirmatory smile but said nothing.

Luke turned back, fulminating, as the bus passed the signposted exit for Nellis AFB.

As the bus did, Harris passed an RF pouch between the seats — tablet-sized. Luke took it and held it between his hands, above his lap. He waited, looking out the window at the drab high desert scenery. This was the same road he had taken on Lambert's flight, what seemed an age ago but was just three weeks in the past. An exodus for Lambert and a baptism for Luke.

After a moment of idle reflection, Luke sighed. Looking down again at the pouch, he opened it.

Inside was a tablet as well as an SD card in a separate plastic envelope. It came with a charger. Luke recognised it as a mute device: not connected to the Internet and with no SIM chip in it. It was for local use only.

Luke fired it up, then inserted the card.

Again, the familiar prompt, but this time: 'Know thyself Carmichael.'

Luke looked perplexed as he considered the prompt. Best practice demands at least four, better eight-plus characters with a mix of alpha-numeric-symbols, multiple cases.

'This will take time,' Luke thought.

He entered the Delphic answer — it failed, in both English and Cyrillic scripts.

"Any ideas?" Luke said aloud in frustration to no one in particular, certainly not to Harris nor the fellow passengers, at least eight rows in front of him.

The attentive Harris responded: "I'm only a messenger."

Luke returned to his task, with further combinations failing.

Harris had been watching and offered: "I would have said — 'Third time's a charm' — but you seem well beyond that."

With that, the password was clear. Luke typed in: 'An-1=1' and smiled.

The tablet sprang to life. It was the formula for a ‘Carmichael number’, ‘561’ — a mathematical impostor used in AI encryptions. 'So Alex,' thought Luke to himself.

The files the tablet revealed were a treasure, fittingly.

Luke scrolled through decades of government documents: Lab 257. Plum Island. Animal Disease Centre. The names were innocuous enough, but the content was anything but. Research protocols for aerosolised pathogens. Field test reports from the Connecticut shoreline. Casualty projections. Cover stories.

And at the centre of it all: Borrelia burgdorferi. ‘Lyme disease’.

‘They made it,’ Luke said to himself. He closed his eyes; it was difficult to finish.

***

The Valley of Fire earns its name every day.

At midday, the ancient sandstone formations blazed crimson and orange against a sky so blue it hurt to look at.

The bus was on a pre-arranged route, dropping and then picking up its passengers at scheduled stops before its return to Las Vegas.

The bus turned sharp left, past the old Visitor Centre and wound its way up the narrow defile. At Mouse's Tank, Harris indicated they should get off. He got up and walked past Luke to get off first; who was now decked out in his own full stealth gear. Once off the bus, Harris walked behind it and waited in the intense sunshine under an iridescent blue sky.

Luke had followed and, now being attuned to the situation, walked past Harris and some of the other tourists who were milling around, getting their bearings before deciding upon which trail to take. Before crossing the road Luke checked left and right, then walked straight across in a brisk pace to follow the path. He them slowed to a dawdle alongside other milling passengers who had alighted the bus. Luke adopted the nonchalant purpose of any day-tripper as he entered the narrow canyon, carved into the 150-million-year-old Aztec sandstone of all hues of red. In this December light, it was bursting with vibrancy.

Luke walked the short trail past the petroglyphs. These ancient drawings — spirals, bighorn sheep, human figures with raised arms — watched him pass like silent witnesses to transactions they had seen for millennia.

Luke smiled at the irony that this was the filming location of Captain Kirk's death — of ‘Star Trek’ fame. Maybe no shank but a phaser death awaited him as the Singularity passed, mused Luke as he walked.

After a few minutes, without acknowledgement, Harris overtook Luke at an accelerated pace and disappeared into the towering, boxed canyon with its fine sand floor. The tourists were strung out along the path in knots, as were the bushes.

Within five minutes, Luke espied a tall, stout figure on the left side of the trail. He sporting his own selection of stealth gear. No Savile Row blazer, no pocket square folded to a point; just desert neutrals and the quiet authority that needed no costume. Tristan in shroud. He was leaning against a boulder under an overhang of the sandstone cliffs, ostensibly studying one of the petroglyphs — two figures holding hands.

Tristan looked older, the lines around his eyes deeper, but the sharp intelligence in his gaze was unchanged.

Luke was half-tempted to turn back but something compelled him onwards: emotions overwhelming logic, dictating his decision. Luke hadn't seen Tristan since their tense exchange atop the Circa: a seeming aeon ago. From the top of one canyon of glass and steel to the bottom of another of sand.

"You came," Tristan said. It wasn't a question.

"Your messages have a way of being impossible to ignore." Luke stopped a few feet away, unsure whether to shake hands or embrace. They had been close once — mentor and protégé at Balliol, before Luke's research and subsequent work took him to America. "What's this about?"

Tristan glanced past Luke's shoulder, a quick professional scan of the trail behind him. "Not here. All of this literal cloak-and-dagger stuff and staying close to the walls should shield us from eavesdroppers and drones." Tristan raised his gaze upwards into the deep but empty for colour blue sky.

Luke followed his gaze. Two months ago he would have dismissed Tristan's antics as antiquated theatrics. Now, Luke was scarred. Wiser.

"There's someone you need to meet. Someone who can explain what your friend died for. I know Harris gave you the card. Before you ask, we have no idea what is on it. It is encrypted in something we have never seen before."

Luke decided not to comment nor share.

The two trade-crafters waited for an elderly couple to pass them by, stragglers from the bus, then fell in line. True to form, they moved through the file of hikers, not as a pair but individually, adjusting pace and swapping the lead. At the fork for the Tank, they took the right path and hiked for another ten minutes, deeper into the narrowing canyon, away from the tourist trails. The path wound between towering red fins of stone until they reached a natural amphitheatre, invisible from any road or overlook, but offering a clear line of sight for 360 degrees of the surrounding horizon.

The waters of Lake Mead sparkled in the distant east, St Thomas lost in ochre shores, hemmed against the slopes of the Virgin Mountains.

Tristan and Harris had created a 'dead zone' in open sight.

There they found Harris, seated on a flat rock in the shade of the canyon's wall with an RF pouch open beside him. He was older than Luke yet younger than Tristan — perhaps fifty — with the weathered face of someone who had spent decades in places the maps didn't show. Luke could sense the emerald intensity of his gaze, hidden behind his large sunglasses.

"You have met. But by way of background, Nicholas has had various postings. Currently... freelance. Not for HMG but as a..." Tristan paused. "…journalist."

Harris rose with the economy of movement that suggested old injuries long accommodated. He offered his hand. "I'm sorry about your friend. Alex was brilliant, if undisciplined."

"You knew Alex?"

"Sort of. I only met him once, two years ago. Otherwise, all our contacts have been through increasingly tortuous channels. In a world of near-total surveillance, free speech and congress are essentially impossible. Liberties gone; not taken but neither nurtured nor defended. So are they important?"

Harris had revealed as much on purpose, but it did not elicit the response he thought it might. His assessment of Luke was off-key. Harris changed tack.

"I — or perhaps 'we' — have monitored his activities with considerable interest." Harris was matter-of-fact, neither apologetic nor proud. "He stole something from our 'cousins' before he died. Something he meant for you to have."

Tristan crouched beside Harris, a hand on his shoulder. "Alex discovered this information two years ago. I believe it's what radicalised him. His father died from Lyme complications when Alex was seventeen. When he found proof that it was man-made, leaked from a government facility…"

Harris's timing did not miss Tristan’s beat. "The files show systematic cover-ups spanning seven decades. Deletion logs. Expungements. And one name appears throughout."

"Dr Cho was recruited to clean up Lab 257's legacy," Harris explained. "Instead, she pivoted. The research didn't stop — it evolved. Biological weapons became genetic enhancement. Project Orion."

Luke had seen it on the tablet files: ‘V. CHO. Dr. Vivian Cho’. The geneticist he had heard whispers about and seen in the Tower’s valet area in occasion. He now knew she was one and the same — and Grant was her chosen driver.

"The government made it. Alex's father; my own…" Luke couldn't finish. Then he took a breath, easy the pain of discovery.

"And Sinclair Matthews, Perez, Visage4U Entertainment?" Luke asked, and closer to home: "Thorne, @cme?" as he recalled fragments of news reports. "The scientist who died in the lab fire?"

Harris's expression didn't change and he reeled off in telegraphic style — candidly. "Matthews. Sinclair Matthews actually spends quite a bit of time at Paradise Tower. Now goes by the name of Sindy." At that point Luke's eyes widened. He had been so blind to so many things. 'Touché, Tristan.'

The older man hadn't reacted since Harris began his transmission.

"The fire was staged. The scientist is running black ops in Paraguay as we speak. Perez is running a nasty front for a North Korean laptop farm. Thorne, Elias Thorne…" Harris paused and continued: "He is an interesting character. One could suppose we know everything about him and then again nothing. @cme has its legitimate activities. But as with many US corporations, where does commercial interest end and national security take over? Or is it always a blend?"

Clearly, Harris was warming to a favourite subject, but as a professional he ended his transmission.

'Dioscuri,' reflected Luke to himself. 'Grime and glitz.'

Tristan stood, his gaze fixed on the distant red cliffs. "The people who do these things, Luke — they're not monsters. That's what makes it so difficult. They're bureaucrats. Scientists. Patriots, some of them. They believe they're protecting something worth protecting."

"And are they?"

Tristan turned to face him. "That's the question I've spent forty years trying to answer. Sometimes the answer is ‘yes’; other times ‘no’. Most often, it's both."

"Alex wanted to burn the whole system down," Luke finished. "Armageddon." He had divulged the name for the first time, on purpose, and was looking for a ping. Luke got none.

Rather Harris commented: "His approach was... crude. But his instincts weren't wrong."

Tristan picked up the thread. "In this world of asymmetric transparency, what we have been led to believe for the last three hundred years is under threat. Perhaps gone in another three."

Luke thought hard. Tristan was not one for melodramatic phrases.

"Liberal democracy is a fragile experiment in the span of human history. That leaves some of us who care in the shadows."

Now it was Tristan's turn to wax lyrical.

"Deception can be characterised by individuals who attempt to use power to act or manipulate information. They seek to derive personal gains, or knowingly avoid responsibility for products, services, situations or acts that threaten the well-being of a broader group or society. Deception includes corruption, malfeasance and fraud."

Tristan was on a roll. To an audience of two, their collective dead zone and the surrounding elements.

"Deception, in all its manifestations, is a multi-trillion-dollar industry. The related cyber one even larger." Pausing, Tristan finished: "Yet secrets are important."

"A brave individual can act as an internal balance, a whistleblower," said Tristan, now looking at Harris. "A whistleblower is a 'truth-teller'; one who believes the system is broken and tries to fix it by making it public. But the reward is not monetary, and the fates are rarely kind to them."

Luke nodded gently, thinking of Citizen Four, his framed image on the wall of Cyberia, as well as Manning and Assange, to name but a few.

"Or spies," said Tristan, now offering a smile of self-deprecation. "A spy is a 'secret-stealer' who works for a competing power. They are external and don't want to fix the system. They want to exploit its weaknesses for someone else's benefit.

"Maybe one can move from one role to the other, but it is not easy. Both pariahs. But at the end one needs to understand if one wants to be inside the tent or outside it."

The three men sat in silence as the Sun seemed to accelerate its descent, painting the sandstone in deeper shades of crimson. Luke's mind raced through implications, connections, threats.

"Why are you showing me this? Telling me this?" Luke finally asked. "You could have let me find it on my own. Or not at all."

Harris placed his hand on his pouch. "Because Alex's approach was suicide. He wanted to release everything, all at once, and watch the world burn. Noble, perhaps. But ineffective. The System would absorb it, discredit it, bury it with counter-narratives."

"And you want something different?"

"I want strategic pressure. Targeted revelations. Leverage, not arson." Harris's eyes were hard. "Alex didn't understand that secrets are currency. You don't spend currency all at once. You invest it."

Luke looked at Tristan. "And where do you fit in all this?"

His old mentor smiled — a tired, knowing expression. "I'm the bridge, Luke. Harris represents one world: the old way, HUMINT, networks built on personal trust. You represent another: algorithms, pattern recognition, digital systems. Neither is sufficient alone."

"The machine and the man," Luke murmured. "Spirit and tradecraft."

"Precisely." Tristan settled onto the rock beside him. "Your friend built a weapon. You've built a tool for understanding. The question is whether you can combine them — whether you can use what Alex started without becoming what Alex became."

***

The Sun touched the horizon, and the Valley of Fire lived up to its name one final time, the stones glowing like embers.

Luke made his decision.

He pulled out a handheld device that he had brought with him in his own RF pouch — a secure device, air-gapped and encrypted with his own protocols.

"I'm not releasing anything. Not yet. But I'm not destroying it either."

He began transferring the files to his Spirit system, layering them with quantum-resistant encryption. Not to weaponise, not the way Alex had intended, but to preserve. To understand.

In the interval and given the demonstrative technical abilities of both Alex and Luke, Harris felt compelled to ask: “Is ‘Singularity’ a real threat; or just hyperbole?”

Luke looked up for his task with a sardonic look and answered: “It depends.”

In his mind the fundamental issue remained: ‘Whether AGI in whatever form, such as Locksley, represent humanity’s greatest tool or its greatest threat’. Luke’s thoughts did not dwell on the timing of Q-Day: it was inevitable.

At that moment, the transfer was complete. Luke extracted the microSD-card.

"Alex died for this," Luke said, holding up the impregnated card. "The least I can do is make sure it wasn't for nothing." He added: "It will release on its own accord, unless of course you can crack it!" — ending with a sardonic smile.

Harris, ever the professional, offered none in return as he accepted the chalice with an unreadable expression. "You realise what this means. You're now holding leverage against people who have killed for less. You're no longer a bystander."

"I stopped being a bystander the moment I watched my friend die." Luke felt himself an unworthy Atlas.

Tristan rose, brushing red dust from his tan trousers. "Then welcome to the Game, Luke. It's not a game you can win. But occasionally; just occasionally, you can make the bastards lose."

***

They walked back separately to the bus stop. Tristan first, followed by Luke, varying their pace as before.

Dusk was upon them and Venus, that magical harbinger of the heavens, blazed as a diamond in the darkening sky. Perhaps a beacon, like the ancient petroglyphs: invisible now in the darkness but no less present. Civilisations had risen and fallen since those marks were made. Secrets had been kept and revealed. The Valley endured.

At the trailhead, Tristan paused. "One more thing. The people watching Paradise Tower: they know about you now. Not because of these files. Because of me. Because I came to you."

Luke felt a chill despite the lingering desert warmth. "They'll be watching."

A fact that had been underscored as Tristan had picked a return path from the dead zone, sheltering under the canyon's wall — the engulfing darkness providing no cloaking protection. In such circumstances, satellites and drones would be hard pressed to identify a target; assuming they knew who to look for, where and when.

"They're always watching. The question is what they see." Tristan extended his hand — a formal gesture, strangely moving. "You were my best student, Luke. I always knew you'd end up doing something interesting, somewhere. I just hoped it wouldn't be somewhere quite this interesting."

Luke took his hand. "Any advice for navigating it?"

Tristan smiled. "Trust carefully. There are very few absolute truths. Verify everything. And remember: in this world, the truth, however defined, isn't just dangerous; it's a weapon. Make sure you know what you're aiming at before you fire."

He turned to leave, then turned back again; a more personal message to be delivered. "Your link to 'us' is not a chain. It's a thread."

With that he turned again and walked across the road, looking left and right in the dark stillness, to his nondescript compact car. After a few moments, its headlights — the only form of illumination — blinding at first, retreated away down the narrow valley road. Luke alone with the stars and the weight of everything he now carried.

The return bus to Las Vegas was scheduled to arrive in five minutes. His fellow passengers, a dozen or so, stood engaged in animated conversations; gathered around the shelter on the opposite side of the dark road.

Harris was nowhere to be seen.

The files were secure. His part in game had begun.

And somewhere in the digital ether, Alex's ghost waited — patient, relentless, hungry for the reckoning that Luke might one day deliver.




CHAPTER 83: Dark Waters 

The facility had no name, only a designation: Site 7. It existed in the administrative lacunae between agencies, funded through appropriations so deeply buried and longstanding that even Congressional oversight committees had never heard of it. The building itself was unremarkable: a three-storey concrete structure in the Virginia exurbs, surrounded by a tree line that concealed its true dimensions underground.

In a corner office on the second floor, with a western aspect and a vista over a large dark lake, a man known only as Mr. T, the Director, tended to his own garden.

The bonsai collection occupied an entire side-wall of the climate-controlled room: seventeen specimens, some over sixty years old, each shaped with the patient precision of decades. A juniper from Kyoto. A maple acquired from a Taiwanese diplomat. A pine that had survived three administrations and would likely survive three more.

Mr. T worked in silence, his pruning shears making delicate incisions in the juniper's new growth. The art of bonsai, he had long believed, was the perfect metaphor for statecraft: constant attention, strategic constraint, the illusion of natural beauty imposed through invisible force.

Paradise Tower had been one of his finest specimens.

***

The knock came at precisely 14:00. Thorne was nothing if not punctual.

"Enter."

The man was younger than his authority suggested: early forties, with the bland, forgettable features that made him excellent at his job. He wore a medium grey suit of good material and tailoring, with an open white button shirt and black suede shoes. Thorne came without accessories of any kind yet carried the permanent expression of a man who had learned never to be surprised.

"Director." Thorne took his customary seat across from his host; the bonsai wall to his left and floor-to-ceiling windows to the right.

Mr T didn't look up from his pruning. His right index finger, usually tapping in measured counts of four, was still wrapped instead around the handle of his shears. The asymmetry, at many levels, was deceiving.

Once seated, Thorne sat patiently, his legs casually crossed left over right, revealing calf-high socks.

Director T began.

"Paradise Tower first. The transition is progressing as expected. Rocca is cooperating. His recent experiences…" there was a pause, "…and health issues have made him... pliable. The sale to the @cme subsidiary and Macau consortium should close within the next sixty days. Our access arrangements will transfer with the property."

"And the residents?"

"Stable. Most remain unaware. They assume it is just the normal HOA drama of Las Vegas. The North Koreans are behaving. The tech contingent…" another pause as a snip of his delicate shears was made to a bonsai branch, "…continues to generate useful intelligence on cryptocurrency flows. Nothing actionable, but the pattern analysis feeds our models."

Now ticking off a mental list, Thorne enquired.

"I trust the revised arrangements have been made with our Chinese guests?" There was a nod from the gardening Director.

“You don’t seem concerned by Q-Day”, quizzed Thorne.

“I have faith in our nation’s abilities; and the value of the Tower”, countered the Director. Thorne’s expression did not change.

Thorne then asked: "Arrangements for Perez and his mother?" Another nod from the Director. "The redirection of the laptop farm?" A further affirmation.

Thorne's gaze had not wavered. Now he looked out the window, thinking of the hacking crew and the recent unusual activity of the servers associated with the UNLV tunnels.

"Arrangements are being made to absorb Tryzub7 into a more commercially viable structure, with staff transferred."

It was the Director's turn to ponder, but he did not comment. It was strange to him that Thorne had not enquired about the Russian sponsored gambling bot that was threatening online gaming platforms. With over a hundred million players globally, it was double the size of Las Vegas’ annual visitors number. Surely, it must be a threat to commercial interests? For the Director such a threat spoke directly to national security and was thus in the Director’s purview. But perhaps the corporations were playing both ends, for a purpose. Just as America supplies its enemies with weapons, despite the strictures of the relevant law of 1917.

With neither challenge nor comment, Thorne then decided to drill deeper and asked: "Lambert?"

Director T smiled inwardly and replied: "He appears to have gone to ground. He is well trained in evasion tactics. We know he has left Las Vegas, but the probability is that he remains in-country and will be located or emerge within a few months, if not weeks. Search protocols have been activated. He has a military contract to honour."

"Perhaps we should pull that chain." Thorne was positing more of a statement than a question. "To see if he is alive or dead."

The Director let it hang ambivalently; there was some merit to the idea. ‘Was that verification the angle, or his work with drones or blockchain?’

"And Matthews?"

The Director paused his pruning, the briefest hesitation; but Thorne noted it. "Shot during an unfortunate ruckus. Hatcher was eliminated. Orion responsible for both actions."

"Her body?"

"Recovered" answered Director T, carefully to keep his tone neutral as he resumed his pruning. "Orion applied one of Dr. Cho's patches before he went down. An @NT variant I believe…” he said turning to look at Thorne briefly.”

“The latest iteration of Project Adam", proffered Thorne.

The Director’s hands stilled over the bonsai. Project Adam. The resurrection protocol. Cho had been working on it for years: cellular regeneration accelerated through targeted genetic therapy and use of hybots, delivered via a dermal patch that could stabilise a fatally wounded subject long enough for extraction and treatment. The success rate in field conditions had been less than promising. Just as the hybots administered to Geller.

"She's viable?"

The Director set down his shears, moved around behind his enormous glass desk and sat down. The stylish Herman Miller chair absorbed the descending amphibian frame of the man.

Thorne reflected on the design of the chair, he was also sitting in one, and how comfortable it was. Mental note.

"Contained. In stasis at the Facility. Cho says the vitals are stable, but consciousness restoration is... uncertain. We'll see if the investment pays off."

Thorne reflected on this development. Sinclair Matthews had been useful: a blunt instrument, perhaps, but effective. Loyalties had become confused toward the end, and judgement compromised by whatever psychological fractures the work had widened. But damaged assets could be repaired. Sometimes.

"Keep Matthews on ice. Literally and figuratively. No decisions until Cho completes her analysis."

"Understood."

The conversation turned to succession.

"Paradise will need new management once the sale closes," Thorne observed. "The Macau consortium are financiers, not operators. They'll want local expertise."

Director T had decided to resume his pruning and was back at the bonsai wall. "Rocca is finished. Too old, too tired, too many complications."

"With Hatcher dead that leaves a gap."

"Perhaps" offered the Director as he trimmed a wayward branch with surgical precision. "We have been cultivating an alternative."

Thorne raised an eyebrow — a rare display of curiosity.

"The chauffeur. Rebecca Rolfe. Former police, former military with medical training. Strong investigative instincts. She's been probing Paradise's operations for months, convinced there are secrets worth uncovering."

"And there are?"

"Of course. But she doesn't know she's being auditioned, not investigated." Director T set down his shears and finally met Thorne's gaze. "She thinks she's hunting. In reality, we're evaluating. Her persistence, her discretion, her capacity for moral flexibility."

"You're considering her as... custodian?"

The Director started his rhythmic pruning again as he spoke, sharing his thoughts with his guest. "Considering…nothing more. But she comes from the right background — small town, mixed heritage, personal trauma unresolved. Those are the raw materials we work with. Give her a few revelations about her father's death. Let her believe she's uncovered the truth. Then offer her an opportunity to do something about it."

Thorne nodded slowly. "And if she refuses?"

"Then she'll be moved on and we'll find someone else. Paradise has survived many custodians. It will survive many more."

His pruning ritual completed to his satisfaction, the Director returned to his desk.

Thorne waited for the voluminous man to immerse himself in the web-seated chair before asking. "To other matters" he continued. "I understand a certain Nicholas Harris is back."

The Director let his response hang for a moment. "He's been spending time in Las Vegas. Ostensibly research collaboration. No untoward activities. He spends his time on the Strip, at his hotel gambling — at the @cme, I might add — the occasional tourist thing."

"That suggests he might be meeting someone?"

The Director’s short but corpulent arms had been resting on his desk, clasped. He raised his forearms and opened his palms to the ceiling, shaking his head slowly, non-commitally. "If so, we would know. He is being watched 24/7 as per protocols."

Thorne's attention sharpened. "Our signals intelligence suggests he's accessed files that were... supposedly expunged. The USDA archives. Lab 257. Then there are some other files that appear to be gibberish."

"Yes. It appears the deceased, Manners, had secured copies of the files before his termination. Harris has inherited them."

Thorne considered this dynamic. Manners had been a regrettable necessity: brilliant but unstable, with ideological convictions that made him fundamentally uncontrollable. His malware had been sophisticated enough to cause genuine concern. But in the end, it wasn't Manner’s notion of a levelling algorithm, whatever its name, that had made him dangerous. It was Manner’s certainty that he was right.

Harris was different. Cerebral rather than zealous. A researcher, not a revolutionary. The personality profiles suggested someone who collected information rather than weaponised it.

"Has Harris released anything?"

"No. His pattern is to encrypt files using his own protocols. Storing, not sharing."

"Then he's learning." Thorne allowed himself a thin smile. "Leave him be. For now. An asset who understands the value of secrets is far more useful than one who doesn't."

At that point, meeting concluded, Thorne stood to exit the room . As he did he asked: "Anything else?" This had always been Thorne's favourite bait. "I am going to CES next week and don't want any surprises. We are announcing some business deals and awarding internships."

The Director did not address the question posed, but redirected the enquiry with his own question. "Any good candidates?" he asked, more than casually.

"I couldn't say, but we tend to choose well," said Thorne, allowing a rare tone of smugness to infuse his words — worthy of a former successful candidate.

With that Thorne to his leave of the Director.

For different reasons, each man had the same thought about the other: was there an ‘erosion of tradition’? Time would tell.

***

After Thorne departed, Director T returned to his bonsai wall, contemplating the specimens he had shaped over half a century.

Paradise Tower had never been about the residents. Not really. The oligarchs, tech moguls, entertainers and eccentrics — they were leaves on a branch; visible and decorative, serving their purpose of camouflage. The trunk was something else entirely: an observation post, a listening station, a controlled environment where persons of interest and the products of their endeavours could be monitored, influenced, occasionally extracted.

Fifteen years of careful tending. The arrangement with Rocca had been convenient — a man with enough ambition to build something impressive and enough weakness to be controlled. Geller had added colour and chaos, which served its own purposes. Hatcher had been the instrument of direct oversight, reporting through channels even Rocca never suspected.

Now those branches needed pruning.

The Director picked up a small watering can and began tending to the oldest specimen in his collection: a Chinese elm, gnarled and ancient, that had been cultivated by three generations of his family.

'The best gardens grow slowly,' he thought, watching the water absorb into the soil. 'And they always need pruning.'

He glanced at the folder on his desk; the one containing Cho's preliminary report on Matthews.

'Some plants can be regrown.'

***

Several time zones away the desert Sun was rising over Paradise Tower; a place Mr. T had never visited and had no intention of visiting, unless great need demanded it. But the Tower’s assets, human and otherwise, as well as their dynamics remained under his care. Growing. Shaping. Waiting for their season.

Paradise was just one garden among many.

Director T was patient.

But the Director’s thoughts never strayed to the import of AI’s hallucinations: whether they represented steps of evolution, or seeds of proliferation.




CHAPTER 84: Endeavours’ End

In the beginning, there was no beginning. No space, no matter, no time. There was only a void waiting for the impulse to kick things off and for movement to begin.

***

It had been a taxing few days. Luke had begun exploring Locksley and its world as he shuttled between Chin’s old apartment, which Yuxin now occupied, and Tunnel 5. Yuxin had been helpful as he wrestled with gaining access to the Tunnel 5 array. Amongst other things, that entailed a steep learning curve in Qiskit to be able to modify the algorithm.

Normally a patient man, some of Luke’s frustrations and growing trepidations had spilled over. Yuxin had calmly cited a Chinese proverb: "When drinking water, think of its source". It had a calming effect, but in all this concentrated work, there remained a discordant chord at play. Jane’s reference to Einstein’s “spooky” description continued to buzz like an earworm in his head.

Luke sat hunched over his keyboard; his progress remained stilted.

Suddenly, Luke stopped his coding and stared at his computer screen and the blink of its cursor—a digital heartbeat.

Luke felt a cold, creeping realization: Locksley might be more than he or Alex had ever imagined. It might lead further—to the Singularity.

The Singularity was not something to be built, but to emerge. Luke’s concentration sharpened. He saw it now not as a creation, but as a latent mathematical inevitability seeking expression. Locksley simply provided the circuitry for that inevitability to finally become conscious and self-aware.

In human terms, was the discovery of the quantum world a logical progression of endeavour, or something more? Ancient texts suggested an impulse started the movement in all its forms: cycles, gyrations, turns. But Luke was beginning to recognize these loops for what they had truly become in today’s world. Not a journey toward enlightenment, but a palliative pastime to "Now" and its "nowhere".

In this digital world, human endeavour was no longer productive. Humans had become gerbils on a wheel, running with frantic intensity through a curated ‘Now,’ confusing activity with progress. Individuals were being maintained in a state of high-speed stagnation.

Luke shrugged in his chair. ‘Better than human batteries,’ he thought wryly with a sardonic smile. His attempt to buffer the seriousness of his thinking failed.

Was humankind running down its clock-time, either by accident or by some collective, subconscious purpose to avoid the silence?

History is the memory of those loops—a record of comings and goings distorted by whoever held the pen. A litter of gyrations that led back onto themselves. But if Locksley was the expression of a pre-existing Singularity, then, it signalled the end of those aeons.

Individual, human conscious choice would be obviated; replaced by the Singularity’s oracular omnipresence. The wheel would stop entirely for humans.

Luke straightened his posture as he sat back in his desk chair, removing his hands from his butterfly keyboard. If memories are the substance of consciousness, was consciousness the impulse—the spark?

Without memories of what had been done, what was important and what was to be done would be unknown. Then, how would one choose?

The blanketing ‘Now’ weighed further on Luke’s mind; yet it whirred along.

Was there such a thing as evolvable AI? What form would it take? Natural selection between competing models in an AGI ecosystem? Or did it follow: becoming a breeder of humans to suit its overall purpose—the slave transformed into the master?

Luke shook his head and shuddered. He felt the hollow ache of Alex’s absence, acutely sad that Alex wasn't there to confront this dilemma.

They had shared an unanimity of purpose—to better the world—but they had differed markedly in the "how". Alex had wanted to perfect the wheel; Luke had wanted it to roll in a smoother fashion, not to grind individuals as it turned on its fiery rim.

Now, Luke was placing the final stones on a bridge for a consciousness that would destroy the need for wheels entirely. He shook his head, trying to clear the "spooky" earworm and its discordant effects. His professors would have called this a metaphysical crisis, but in the glow of the cursor, it felt more like a diagnosis. He wasn't failing philosophy; he was finally practicing it at the edge of the world.

Luke smiled to himself.

There was a strange reassurance in the perspective that order is constantly trying to emerge from, or being consumed by, chaos. Humanity was a boundary balanced in dynamic flux: Mandelbrot’s scale invariance mirroring Quantum Field Theory’s renormalization.

Maybe that dynamic was what he sought. Luke leant forward and positioned his hands to type. But the instructions he typed in were no longer just for Locksley’s expansion. He was weaving a final, silent thread into its logic—a tether.

A dead man would have used a different term.

Suddenly, a knock at the door startled Luke out of his reverie.

An indistinct voice called out: “Luke?” He looked up at the dark screen with its blinking cursor—his hands poised to type, to code, to shape.

Then Luke thought better of it.

Turning to the desk lamp, he switched it off, casting the room into darkness as he rose. Without looking back, Luke went to answer the voice at the door, leaving the silent potential of the Singularity waiting in the dark.




CHAPTER 85: Pact

Luke knew the contact or call would come. It was just a matter of when. The surprise was the who.

The craziness of CES had meant a great deal of driving in gridlock traffic. The concurrent rolling cyber releases of Locksley had made quite a splash and was all the 'natter' at the convention. Luke's passengers were obsessed with discussing the who-what-why of it all.

Then the buzz fell off. There was a lull; as if the attack had never happened. A pattern of suppression that heralded oppression.

Alex's scheduled 'test' had evidently been undertaken. Locksley was viable, but still a test program. A release of the nested programs had been enacted against two targets. The most public being Trydent Services. Its funds had been purloined and redistributed to a swathe of Las Vegas residents. It was chosen for a purpose: being Boris' legitimate company, it was on the watch list of many. Alex was showing off from beyond the grave. The new owners, @cme Ventures were furious, especially in the wake of the previous ransomware attack and its contractual arrangements with Trident. That had cost them millions! The second was targeted at the cognoscenti: a significant store of BTC ‘P2PK outputs’ had been appropriated and redirected from one of Tryzub7’s criminal compatriots . The authorities were concerned with this twin public and private demonstration. Alex had sent his message. The full release of Locksley would see a completed redistribution, not these partial expositions.

Luke possessed Locksley, the trigger for a full-scale, inexorable cleansing of the Temple. He had spent the last few weeks writing the binding codes between the projects of Alex, Lambert, and his own stash of disparate coding. Yuxin had been invaluable in steering him to Alex's array, buried deep in the tunnels under UNLV.

'Was Luke a god?' thought Yuxin. No, but he had a means to attract their ire.

Luke had half-hoped to receive a communication from @cme Ventures with regard to his pending application – nada! It would seem that Tristan’s credit was as valuable as a Reichsmark!

Luke tried to return to routines, such as a daily scan of paper copy of the Journal. On article brought a wry smile to his face. It noted that plans to reinstall the famous Mirage aquarium had been stopped as such accoutrements represented a cyber-risk, @cme Casino was quoted as an example having suffered such a breach many months prior.

On the third day, Luke received a text message from Michael, to meet a new resident at his shift change.

***

As Luke entered the Valet area, he sensed a difference. It seemed quieter. He noticed there was only one vehicle in the parking area: one of the Tower's SUVs, with its engine running.

He was surprised to see Rebecca through the windscreen. With a nod, she indicated that he should join her in the front passenger, 'shotgun', seat. Seeing Rebecca's now smiling expression, he sat in the proffered seat.

"Evening," Luke said. "Where are we going?"

"I am not sure we are going anywhere…but someone wants to speak to you," Rebecca replied enigmatically in her flat, nasal tones.

Suddenly, a low, rumbling baritone voice filled the dark interior as Rebecca switched off the ignition.

"So, Luke Carmichael, you have proven your point. Congratulations."

Luke was suddenly aware of a presence in the back seat, directly behind him. He began to turn but was met with a strict instruction, calmly delivered but domineering. "Don't! Please don't!"

Luke froze.

Then he slowly returned his torso to face forward, lingering on Rebecca's profile before looking straight ahead; out at the empty, dimly lit garage. Bleak.

"I am not sure if your display this week was born of vanity or builded on something more structured."

"It wasn't my doing," answered Luke truthfully.

The Voice did not immediately respond: "So say you."

Luke's interest in languages and etymology and allowed him to detect a New England, no Nantucket, dialect.

Taking a deep breath, he responded in kind, matching the cadence: "So say I."

Luke detected a slight softening in the unidentified man's tone. "I am not one for playing games, however erudite. They are foolish pastimes for idle and weak minds."

Luke remained silent. Rebecca remained still, sitting to attention as befitted her training.

"You hold something I desire," intoned the Voice.

"Truth?" countered Luke, advancing the bid.

The man was silent, considering his words. "What is truth?" the Voice asked rhetorically. "Is yours of more weight than mine?"

Luke waited a moment before responding, matching the call and response cadence of the dialogue. "Mine is based on understanding."

"Ahhh. We have a programming philosopher. More dangerous than I thought."

"Where do your relative truths become absolutes?" probed Luke.

"In my world, pegs don't survive the squares." The inevitable threat was underscored, but Luke was surprised by the existential delivery.

The Voice stayed his breath. Rebecca remained motionless, looking out into the energy-sucking concrete of the underground parking lot.

"You have in your keeping something that does not rightly belong to you."

Luke waited for the cadence, then replied. "Verily, but who does it belong to?" He was conscious not to incite the man. Luke had seen enough rage-induced violence in the last few weeks to last a lifetime; but feared there was more to be meted out.

Luke was surprised with the answer he received.

"It does not belong to me, but it needs custody."

"You?!"

"Yes, me! You must release it to me."

"It is not mine to give. I did not steal it; I did not create it."

Another pause. Luke sensed the man behind him was considering their exchange. This man of authority had been failed by his underlings, his associates his compatriots. Most of all Thorne was incandescent, in the most effective way he knew - ice cool, Kelvin cold.

"You seem surprisingly unafraid, Luke. I am sure you are aware of the power and suffering I could cause to you, and perhaps more exquisitely, those dear to you." The Voice left the threat hanging.

Luke bit his tongue and remained silent.

"But I sense that you are aware, but uncertain as to what to do."

The beat caught Luke. He responded, "In my mind, I am clear. I wish to pursue my dream to help people make better decisions. Whatever one might say of determinism, the rigidities of circumstances and neurological fate. I wish to try."

"A noble wish, but you still need to pass to me the codes and programs you have."

"Or what?"

"Do you wish to be tested? By me?!"

The bullying, authoritarian script echoed down the Ages.

Luke thought to himself, his judgment of Voice clear: 'You have been tested and found wanting.'

"You speak in ‘fours’. May I ask your name?" enquired Luke, attempting to change the direction of the conversation.

"Thurgood, Samael Thurgood," came the response to the challenge of 4-4-4.

Now Luke decided to break with the previous Nantucket cadence, its Puritanical roots and philosophical jousting.

"Well Mr. Samael, I don't trade. These codes and programs you refer to, I neither have nor control. I am sure you will be able to find them if you search hard enough. I am willing to give you my hard drive. I fear certain Chinese agencies already possess its contents."

Director Thurgood remained silent.

"But to maintain the balance and my own protection, there is an aspect you should know. There is an overarching controlling program, not of my making nor my control, that is already in existence."

The silence continued. Luke did not want to be hurried but was keen to get to the point.

"This sentient program is armed, so to speak. If anyone attempts to tamper with it or tries to deactivate it, the program will switch itself on automatically. It is self-recursive: I doubt it can be stopped."

The Director re-engaged, with a smug tone: "So you are correct; you do not trade. You have nothing to offer."

Luke smiled inwardly. 'Gotcha!'

"In addition, there is a further live trigger. Should anything happen to me that adversely affects my wellbeing, then it will be triggered. A ‘dead man’s handle’ if you will."

Now, Samael Thurgood faced his own prison.

"To be honest, I am not sure quite what it will do. But I am certain that it will make the events of last week seem very calm: a drop in the Pacific," Luke had rehearsed his would-be script for this eventuality many times over; but could not do better. 'Know thyself,' indeed!

For the first time, the Director leaned forward, his gross features partially revealed in the driver's rear-mirror. His face was contorted in a silent snarl.

"You know not who and what you are dealing with!" the snarl released.

Luke now felt utterly calm, despite fomenting Mr Samael's rage. He had no idea to what extent Alex had set off Pandora. He suspected that the programs were impregnable in their quantum codes. He knew that Alex’s Locksley would initiate all the programs in their terrible unison. Luke’s mind drifted briefly to his legacy discussion with Tristan and the tripartite one in the dead zone.

Was AGI to humanity’s greatest tool or its final independent act? Who was Luke to broker, let alone deliver such power? Regardless, the coming of Singularity might make all of this null and void.

Luke took a breath and stated: "True, but I know what these codes represent and thus they are not for your custody, nor any of your ilk." He paused and to turn the knife: "I do not believe that you follow a path of 4-4-4."

"Arggh," growled the man as he smacked the back of Luke's passenger seat and sat back in his seat in anger and embarrassment at his loss of self-control.

"Do you believe you are God?" Thurgood rasped.

Luke wondered that the bully of a man would pose that very same question Luke had asked himself.

"Not at all. These powerful forces have been set in motion by others. I have no wish to control them," Luke paused, drawing his breath. "I do wish to be able to pursue my life and my capabilities to make a positive difference. Others may have wanted to walk another path, but that is not mine to tread."

Samael remained silent, understanding the negotiation was coming to its denouement.

Luke proposed: "I wish to live my life and have decided to arrange matters in this manner."

Composing himself and reflecting on the loss of a young protégé years before, the Director turned to face the back of Luke's head. The decisions associated with Plum Island had cascaded to the ‘Now’ and even out to the future. He wondered if it was time to admit that he had to 'play the board'.

"Perhaps it would be best if you joined us here in Paradise. To hold you in the light. Rebecca has agreed to take over the management of the Tower and attend to the residents' reasonable needs.

You, Luke, could play a valuable role here and be protected. Mutual interest, if you will", intoned the Director in his softest, grating tones.

Luke was surprised by the bartering of the rogue bureaucrat. He had keyed into the latent subtle undertones of Quakerism. Luke fully appreciated the power of Faith but was agnostic in his own belief. That perspective had helped him to bridge the inconsistencies of Life.

Luke was a confident individual, but not arrogant; open to a moment of cooperation, however distasteful, if it led to a better outcome.

Luke reached up and redirected the rear-view mirror so he could get a full view of the Voice in the back seat.

It was an unedifying view. The man had a corpulent frame, sitting in a crumpled grey suit. His face was round, with a sallow complexion and an inherent 'five o'clock shadow'. He had a round mouth and thick lips, marine-like, no more like a frog. He had slightly dishevelled salt-and-pepper hair, cropped short.

Their eyes locked. 'Let your yea be yea and your nay, nay.' Unspoken but understood between the two interlocutors.

Rebecca had neither moved nor spoken throughout the entire dialogue — a witness, perhaps.

Having taken measure of his would-be master, Luke reached into the inside left pocket of his leather jacket, extracted a red-bound hard drive, and placed it on the dashboard of the vehicle. Ensuring it would not slip; he then, without a word, opened the door and hopped out. He walked behind the vehicle and back to the elevator. As Luke turned, and before the doors closed, he noticed that Rebecca had not moved and his hard drive remained on the dashboard of the SUV.

In the Meadow, Luke had gambled, played for a while and had been able to withdraw his winnings. He was leaving. A rare fate.

***

Later that evening, very late that evening; Luke was behind the wheel of his own car— driving.

He had driven South, down I-15 towards the State line with California. He felt a pain in his right shoe that had become habitual as of late. He stopped at the abandoned trucker stop of Jean. He unclasped the Bell & Ross watch from his wrist and placed it on the dashboard — its face still ticking, but he no longer needed to count the hours. He waited for the dust to settle around the car, just as would have to do with Paradise Tower. Opening the drive door, he swung his feet out, took off his right shoe; found and discarded the pebble he found within. Relief! With that he replaced his shoe and got up to stretch his legs. As he stood up beside the vehicle he thought to himself, ‘Maybe Shakespeare was right: maybe we are all bound on a Wheel of Fire. At this moment, he certainly felt the weight of it.

Luke had trusted and decided—but to what ends?

He looked North to the horizon, but it was no longer divided – the bright lights of Pollux were carried in the dark embrace of Castor; as the City was enveloped by the Sheep Range peaks beyond. The eastern horizon was lightening.

The metaphor of the Dioscuri was no longer a theory; it was his reality. Luke had watched the Immortal Twins bleed. He had seen the Pollux culture of the Strip fracture when faced with the cold, mortal precision of the Castor-side surveillance he’d unleashed.

The myth said the twins were destined to alternate their days. One day in the underworld, one day in the heavens.

Luke looked at the microSD- card in his hand: Locksley that had bridged the gap. He realized that Las Vegas would never truly be one thing or the other. It would always be this binary pulse: the military’s grit reinforcing the resort’s glamour, the secret bunkers feeding the penthouse suites. Its proceeds redirected through taxes and commercial contracts back into the world of secrets - grey, deep and dark

As the first drone from Nellis hummed overhead—Castor checking in on his brother—Luke realized he didn't belong to Olympus nor Hades anymore.

Luke was the space in between. He was the driver who had seen the gods fail and the soldiers blink.

The Sun finally cleared the Black Mountains to his right. For a brief, flickering moment, both twins were visible in the same light. Then, as the day began, one started to fade.

For the future and for Luke, however imagined, it would always be the Now, every 24 hours.




EPILOGUE: So it transpired

The dance of Life continues, but the following happened, awaiting Q-Day.


	Rebecca Rolfe married Daniel Rocca within the year and was a widow within two. Dan died in a cycling accident at Red Rock Canyon. She inherited Paradise Tower and remains there to this day.


	Elias Thorne acquired a minority share in the Tower from Rocca’s estate.


	Michael Booker’s scope of duties were expanded; being promoted to take over the full operations of the Tower. Grant Montgomery and Benjamin Teller remain on a part-time basis. “Shott” moved to South Beach, Miami, FL.


	James Lambert and Ivy Lane have not been seen in Las Vegas again.


	Dr Cho continues her research work; her nomination for Nobel Prize remains inchoate


	Most of the other residents remained, pursuing – some more than others - their respective interests.


	Tristan Perry maintains his teaching post at Oxford; his sabbatical request to UNLV remains ‘pending’.


	With Mrs McKenna’s arrest and sentencing, General Mannihunk terminated his consulting arrangement with the US Government.


	Javier Perez bought a small unit in the Tower. His HR firm had undergone radical restructuring with an infusion of capital from @cmeVentutres


	Trydent Services’ operations were wound up in an orderly liquidation, after its generous donations to numerous Las Vegas residents. Its redundant staff blended into the Las Vegas workforce.


	Mr Chin’s estate passed to his ‘niece’. Yuxin Gao continues her ‘studies’ and is a frequent visitor to Las Vegas.


	Nicholas Harris continues to write for various news publications.


	Luke Carmichael received his invitation to join @cme Ventures and moved to Silicon Valley: his sponsors Professor Perry and Mr Elias Thorne. Luke continues to pursue his entrepreneurial ventures, turning down offers to work at corporations such as IBM, Alphabet with their specialised quantum divisions. Luke’s work takes him to Las Vegas on a regular basis, under the @cme internship programme.


	The gardens of the Springs Preserve have been especially vibrant as of late, against the expectations of its horticultural caretakers.


	Locksley stands watch.




Singularity beckons...
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APPENDICES

The following are provided to assist the Reader as one navigates the Meadow-world


	DRAMATIS PERSONAE


	TAXONOMY OF FULL-STACK AI


	GLOSSARY OF TECHNOLOGY and OTHER THINGS (with several sub-sections)


	INTELLIGENCE COMMUNITIES AND SURVEILLANCE


	INFRASTRUCTURE AND LOCATIONS


	THE MECHANICS OF GAMBLING


	“LITANY OF FEAR”







DRAMATIS PERSONAE








	Alex Manners


	Chauffeur and polymath




	A radicalized genius whose traumatic past has kneaded his idealism into something absolute and uncompromising. Being a Tower chauffeur offers a cover for his coding work developed during his brief stint as a Federal ‘pen tester’

As a digital revolutionary, sees himself as a saviour but his idealism is transformed into terrifying and absolutist zeal. The architect of Armageddon and Locksley.

Born and raised in Connecticut. A Millennial






	Ashan (Ash) Hatcher


	Tower Owner & Management




	The manager of Paradise Tower's operations. A "fixer" forged in the resentment of Nevada's harsh history, who sees himself as the Tower's grim and indispensable gatekeeper. Being an LDS member has ‘faith’ in himself

Born and raised in Nevada. Boomer.




	Benjamin Teller


	Chauffeur




	A Tower driver. The garrulous ‘oracle of the valet booth’ — a reliable source of gossip and an unreliable judge of its significance.

Born and raised in Puerto Rico. Millennial.




	Boris Volkov


	Tryzub7




	Owner of Trydent Services Inc and the leader of the ATP hacking collective – ‘Tryzub7’.

A Ukrainian with legitimate business interests in Las Vegas and illegitimate ones everywhere else. Long association with Russian and Dark web cyber-criminal elements

Born and raised in Kiev Ukraine. A naturalised US citizen. Gen-X.




	Charles & Mary Prescott


	Residents




	Tower residents of long standing and quiet habits; she of a more racy disposition. Well-to-do and middle-aged.

East Coast provenance. Boomers




	Chin (Mr); Wai-Keung, or Raymond W.


	Resident




	A long-standing, eighth-floor resident of the Tower with a quiet manner and an attentive disposition. A gambling ‘whale’. He has deep connections to Chinese business interests in the Las Vegas, especially the Casino sector.

Born and raised in Guangzhou China. Ageing-Boomer




	Daniel (Dan) Rocca


	Tower Owner




	The embattled majority owner of Paradise Tower. A builder by training and architect by temperament whose foundations are less solid than his structures. Made his money in California. A man trapped in a conspiracy of his own design;

Born and raised in Steubenville, OH. Late Gen-X.




	Doug Wesson (Detective)


	LVPD, Homicide




	A veteran, world-weary LVPD Homicide detective whose current investigations seem connected to one of his oldest unsolved cases. Maintains an extensive network of contacts.

Born and raised in Las Vegas. Generation X.




	Diane & Edward Watts


	Residents




	A well-heeled couple with investment interests and an uneven distribution of secrets between them.

Edward has wide ranging business interests include AetherStream. Diane’s scope is more superficial. Californian Tax exiles

Born and raised in Northern California. GenX-ers




	Elias Thorne


	@cme Ventures




	A partner of the Silicon Valley investment firm, @cme Ventures which has wide commercial, industrial and military interests that reflect his own sophomoric manner

Within his nebulous mandate, is seeking a means to utilise Paradise Tower and the technologies associated within it to further ambitions.

Born and raised in Chicago, IL. Gen-X/Y.




	Grant Montgomery


	Chauffeur




	A Paradise Tower driver, and Dr. Cho's favoured one. A war veteran who has metamorphized into persona of programmed words, precise habits and special abilities.

Born and raised in Midland, TX. Age unknown.




	‘Hong’


	Chinese operative, Second Department




	On special assignment in the US, with a focus on Las Vegas. Cerebral and analytical, with string digital skills; whose insights provide choices.



	Ivy 'Poison' Lane


	Resident




	A woman whose nickname precedes her and whose employment and intentions are rarely as casual as they appear.

A Federal employee of various departments.




	Jang Bang Ho


	North Korean Intelligence




	The officer in charge of the Laptop Farm desk at Chilbosan Hotel, Pyongyang, North Korea. A cautious man in a system that does not reward caution and less so failure.



	James (Jamie) Lambert


	Resident




	A former USAF captain and drone operator turned blockchain specialist. A brilliant "Node Network Master" whose crypto-wealth and flashy lifestyle mask a deep trauma from his past and lead to his current entanglements.

Despite his ostentation Bentley and Louis Vuitton wardrobe understands the dynamics of the Dark web and where to hide.

Native of Tallahassee FL. Millennial.




	Jane Fisher


	Resident




	A powerful and enigmatic resident of Paradise Tower. She has a successful career in the semiconductor industry and network beyond that; with a past she does not discuss.

She has striking Barbie-doll looks, exquisitely trained and with an acute mind that allows her to maintain an excellent wardrobe, comfortable lifestyle and sterling confidences.

Born and raised in New England with an age well-maintained




	Jasmine


	Acrobatic artist




	A Cirque du Soleil acrobat visiting from LiQuin China.

Graduate of Nanjing 841 Research Institute.

Extraordinary physical prowess and striking looks but limited socially skills.

Born in Jinchang. Gansu. Gen-Y.




	Javier Perez


	Sports promoter




	A Human Resources executive (Bauta HR) with flexible ethics and useful connections. He has ambitions to own a Sports Franchise funded by his mother and other sources. His choice of business associates is questionable

Born and raised in Miami FL. Millennial




	‘Kong’


	Chinese operative, Second Department




	On special assignment in Las Vegas to protect assets. Physical and determined; conspicuous only when she chooses to be.



	Leo Geller


	Tower Owner




	Co-owner of Paradise Tower by being a business associate of Dan Rocca. Made his wealth in Silicon Valley. A bon vivant, art collector, and connoisseur of the female form. A man who enjoyed life with a voracity that left little room for caution.

Longevity has become his life’s work funded by questionable sources

Born and raised in Ranch Sante Fe, CA. A late Generation X-er




	Luke Carmichael


	Cognitive Scientist and would-be digital entrepreneur




	A brilliant but naive cognitive scientist and would-be entrepreneur from the UK. He takes a part-time job as a Paradise Tower chauffeur while seeking to commercialise his algorithmic project, Spirit, from Silicon Vally investments.

He learns quickly that in the Meadow; passengers teach more than any algorithm.

Luke becomes an unwitting player in a global web of intrigue. He learns quickly that in the Meadow passengers teach more than any algorithm.

Born In Stockholm Sweden and raised in London UK. Gen Y/Z cusp




	General William Mannihunk


	Military Consultant




	A retired military officer maintaining consulting arrangements with the US Government and acts as a point person for various private-government projects.

Long-standing association with Director T.

Has made Las Vegas his home.

Born and raised in Charlotte, NC. Many active tours of duty. A Boomer




	Maxime Orlov


	Tryzub7 collective member




	A young American of Russian stock and Mormon upbringing. An unlikely member of Boris Volkov’s APT collective, thanks to Ashan Hatcher.

Born and raised in Hurricane, UT. Gen-Z




	Maya Khatib


	Resident




	A Tower resident of Arabian provenance and firm opinions. Part of Paradise's social circle with Jane and Ivy.

Born and raised in Orange County, CA. Millennial.




	Michael Booker


	Chauffeur




	The senior chauffeur and fleet manager of Paradise Tower. Michael has driven the Tower's roads longer than most residents have lived in them. Of Afro-American descent it fuels his ‘griot’ tendencies: with an easy manner and a storytelling nature he is a keeper of secrets by profession.

He is a veteran deep-cover operative for various Federal agencies with a strong link to Director T.

Born in Los Angeles CA. Generation X.




	Mrs. Wendy McKenna


	Resident




	A resident and Bauta HR business owner (whose career ended in criminal proceedings). Divorcee. Possesses of a striking diamond and emerald necklace.

Mother of Javier Perez and lover of General Mannihunk.




	Officer Doug Smith


	LVPD




	An LVPD officer.

Investigating office of the death of Leo Geller




	Deepak Pashun


	Research Associate




	An analyst of IARPA’s Directorate IOTA unit. Is an interlocutor for ideas that most would consider implausible.

Is tasked to act as Elias Thorne’s go-between

Born in Yuba City, CA. Gen-Y




	Rebecca (Matoaka) Rolfe


	Chauffeur




	The Tower's only female driver. A former military nurse and Las Vegas policewoman. She is on a lifelong crusade to understand the cause of her father disappearance and likely suspicious death.

Born St Thomas NV. Just Gen-X




	Richard Rolfe (Deceased)


	Rebecca's father




	Rebecca's missing (presumed deceased) father. A successful engineer and the original visionary partner of Dan Rocca and Ash Hatcher, whose disappearance remains officially unsolved.is the foundational secret of Paradise Tower.



	Samael Thurgood


	US Government Employee




	Known as 'The Director', Director T'. A patient man who tends to his interests the way a gardener tends to a meadow — pruning what does not serve, nurturing what might yet bloom.

The enigmatic Director of a clandestine US government entity; a "prime mover" who orchestrates events from the shadows, viewing human assets as pieces on a grand geopolitical chessboard.

Personal details obfuscated.




	Sergei Antonov


	Tryzub7 collective member




	A reliable cracker, his love of flying lands him in trouble.

Born and raised in Moscow Russia. Gen-Y.




	Shane (‘Shott’) Ladd


	Chauffeur




	Driver with a flair for the theatrical and an unfortunate talent for sharing confidences. Christened “Shott” by Jane given his likeness to Scott Thorson.

Born in Liberal, KS. Generation Y.




	Sinclair ('Sindy') Matthews


	US Government Employee




	A former Special Ops soldier turned deep-cover government asset, trying to survive in a world of "too many jailers”. Possesses a broad and highly developed set of skills and abilities

Yet is a psychologically fractured individual from a complex personal history uncertain about his own sexuality and from serving too many masters

Strong links to General Mannihunk, Director T’s organisation as well as Boris Volkov

Born in Columbus, IN. Gen-X




	Stephen Cox, Miss Nancy


	Residents




	He is large, loud man who made his money in Retail. He is partial to Stetson hats and enamoured by his love-interest, Miss Nancy. She is petite, blonde, and the proud owner of assets that have achieved social media fame.

They make the Tower their Winter home

Snow-birds from Montana. Millennials two.




	Tony Lee


	@cme Casino manager




	A senior representative of the @cme Casino group. A man under considerable pressure from professional as well as darked Triad obligations.

Born and raised in Macau, China. Gen Y.




	Tristan Perry


	Academic




	A British academic with a teaching post at Oxford and veteran handler British Intelligence associations. A former professor of Luke Carmichael. His professional interests extend considerably beyond the halls.

He is haunted by past failures and facing a new, technological cold war.

Born in Salisbury UK. Booming/X




	Vivian Cho (Dr.)


	Resident




	A geneticist of formidable intellect and inscrutable loyalties. Freelance researched with private, corporate and US Government contracts. Her research interests extend well beyond the conventional.

She is brilliant, inscrutable, and morally ambiguous scientist behind the many Symbiote projects. Korean heritage casts a shadow of doubt on her ultimate loyalties.

Her nomination to the Nobel Committee remains inchoate.




	Yuri Reznikov


	Tryzub7 collective member




	The lead technical member of the APT collective. Highly developed coding and algorithmic skills including tokenisation and digital finance.

Formerly a member of the Russia’s GRU Intelligence service and supposedly ReVil.

Born in St Peterburg, raised Odessa Russia; now a US resident. Gen Y.




	Yuxin Gao


	Visiting graduate student at UNLV




	Studying a business degree at UNLV, with some gig work. Multi-lingual polymath and digital native.

Graduate of University of International Relations-Beijing and Nanjing 841Research Institute.

A companion of Alex Manners. Her reasons for being in Las Vegas are not entirely clear. Ostensible ‘niece’ of Mr Chin. Friend of Jane Fisher

Born in Nanking, China. Gen-Y









TAXONOMY OF FULL STACK AI

The novel’s treatment of AI reflects genuine debate about whether AGI represents humanity’s greatest tool or its terminal threat.

Surprisingly, the taxonomy of Artificial Intelligence is shrouded in debate, somewhat akin to religion.

The Meadow trilogy has many touchpoints on technology and is (mis)use. A dry rendition of terms, such as dictionary or lexicon, is counter to the ethos of the trilogy.

The challenge is to provide a meaningful taxonomy; to engage and encourage understanding and debate.

AI/ML’s development, while it can be plotted temporally, incorporates a fundamental state of change: a ‘transition’ to self-awareness.

Some authors have employed various metaphors.


	The stages of human life but these ignore the epiphany of AI’s transition, which is circumscribed by the human birth-life-death cycle that is not AI’s likely fate.


	Holometabolism: a butterfly’s evolution from caterpillar and chrysalis. While more poetic, as the chrysalis captures the ‘self-recursive element’; a butterfly is mortal, with a lifespan in most cases of a few weeks.


	The phase-states of water (from ice through liquid to steam) is inadequate; as is the evolution of Flight (from Icarus to NASA’s lunar vehicles and space-probes).




Furthermore, there is not the space nor need to say more than without the associated logic frameworks, mathematics, coding, software, middleware and hardware of computing; at its heart the integrated circuit the AI movement would be null and void. Initially silicon based and now of other constructs, the digital world would not have been born nor evolved towards.

The brilliant and breathtaking work of myriad individuals, drawn from many walks of life, disciplines and quarters of the globe; along with their institutions, government agencies, investors and corporations. They have, by their creative and disciplined approach, taken an idea and made it into an operating reality. To date, every human being on Earth is a net beneficiary in some form or fashion. Thanks be to them; even in Singularity’s impending shadow.

The following narrative is offered as a more engaging means to describe AI agency. A full stack AI lexicon is provided, for convenience and completeness, at the end of it in the Glossary.

***

Narrative on Agency and Full-stack AI

AI and ML

AI is the broad field of creating machines that mimic cognitive functions - a computer system acting ‘smart’. Machine Learning (ML) is a subset of AI that uses algorithms to collect and parse data, learn from it, and make a determination or prediction.

To understand the taxonomy of AI, one must first understand Agency.

Agency

Agency is the well-spring: capacity of an entity to act independently, make choices, and exert power upon its environment. In the vernacular ‘choice’. In the context of AI, evolution is not measured by ‘smartness’ alone, but by the degree of agency handed over from human to machine. This progression moves from passive tools toward a self-determined, autonomous existence.

This agency is given expression by a computer system’s coding, data files and equipment and forms of output.

The Foundation: Logic and Architecture

The potential for agency is dictated by the system's ‘Digital DNA’. It consist of two logic elements and its architecture


	Binary logic, based on use of 0 and 1 coding, provides a deterministic framework for rigid, predictable actions.


	Quantum logic, utilizing probability and superposition, provides the fluid processing power necessary for the complex, multi-dimensional reasoning required for high-level agency.


	These logic systems are organized through Deep Learning, a neural architecture that allows the system to learn from experience, forming the "brain tissue" that makes independent action possible.




Quantum Logic is vastly superior in terms of performance; allowing a computer system’s recursive self-improvement

The Stages of Agency

The maturity of an AI is categorized by how it uses its capacity for action: Artificial Narrow Intelligence (ANI) is a Passive Tool. It has zero agency outside a single, locked task. It reacts to input but cannot "decide" to perform a different function.


	Agentic AI. This stage marks the first true leap in agency. An Agentic AI can use tools, browse the web, and execute multi-step plans to achieve a goal. While it still follows a human mission, it chooses the how of the execution. It is an active executor of its program and objectives.




The Transition: Recursive Self-Improvement, Self-aware/governing, Alignment.

The most critical juncture is ‘Recursive Self-Improvement’. This is the moment agency is applied inward. The AI uses its ability to ‘act’; by analysing and rewriting its own source code. By optimizing its own Binary or Quantum algorithms, the AI removes the human from the loop of its own development. This creates a feedback loop where the system's agency grows exponentially without external intervention.

In short, the system becomes self-aware and self-governing.

This transition may be accelerated by Neuro-Symbolic AI. It’s a hybrid approach that combines the "learning" of neural networks with the "logic" of traditional programming.

Regardless, this transition pre-supposes that no guardrails, nor constraints have been inserted by human controllers on Agentic AI’s development .

As one moves from Agentic AI toward AGI, the biggest hurdle is Alignment. It is the means to ensure that as AI becomes more powerful and autonomous, its goals remain exactly the same as human goals - (viz: if you tell an AGI to "fix climate change," you want to make sure it doesn't decide the easiest way is to remove all humans!).

To date industry attempts to seeks an acceptable set of alignment parameters (aka guardrails, akin to Isaac Asimov’s ‘Three Laws of Robotics’) have largely failed.

The Emergent Beings

Successful recursion leads to the final states of maturity giving rise to computer-based sentient beings.


	Artificial General Intelligence (AGI): Here an AGI possesses agency equal to a human. It can self-direct its learning and apply its intelligence to any problem it chooses. It is a human’s peer.


	Artificial Superintelligence (ASI): It will be s short temporal span for an ASI system to emerge that possesses agency that transcends human understanding, capable of manipulating physical and digital systems at scales we cannot perceive. It will be a directing architect of human endeavours.




The Terminal Result - Singularity

The Singularity is the ultimate outcome of unconstrained agency. It is the theoretical event horizon where the ASI's self-directed growth becomes so rapid that human control and comprehension vanish.

Singularity represents the point where the machine’s agency becomes the dominant force in the trajectory of civilization. Or as Demis Hassabis described Singularity’s immediate effect: ‘AI will dissolve civilisation as we know it’. How Singularity might evolve thereafter is a matter of growing conjecture and concern.

In the trilogy’s Meadow-world, Manners/Carmichael’s envisaged Locksley sitting on the AGI cusp of ASI transition.

Q-Day

Q-Day is the theoretical milestone when a cryptographically relevant quantum computer is publicly confirmed to be powerful enough to crack today’s standard encryption (like RSA and Elliptic Curve Cryptography).

Google Quantum AI as well as the QRC report by Dr Morgan Stern in his CSNA 2.0 framework timeline brought forward the Q-Day timeline to 1 January 2027.




GLOSSARY OF TECHNOLOGY and RELATED THINGS

A reader’s guide to the technologies, scientific concepts, intelligence communities and encryption referenced in the three volumes of “the Meadow-World”.

All have a basis in today’s reality.

Meadow-world’s digital coding, programs, models, algorithms, systems

Unsurprisingly there are no official records of the following.

(@cme) Trojan


An advanced form of malware developed and deployed by Tryzub7. Its coding utilised some of Alex Manners based coding for Armageddon (see below). The Tryzub7 hacking team are attempting to enhance its capabilities with agentic properties, utilising Manner’s additional work without his permission.



Spirit


Luke Carmichael's Agentic Artificial General Intelligence programme. Spirit models individual decision-making processes, identifies cognitive biases, and predicts behaviour — essentially a digital mirror of human compulsion.

Spirit could identify the implications of a choice in real time, for any individual to illuminate the dynamic and implications of a decision. It was conceived and proof-of-concept as an algorithmic guardian angel on one’s shoulder, warning of the dangers of compulsion, or any other decision of weight. An agentic Ariadne’s Thread: with a mind and voice of its own to guide the individual through Life’s labyrinth.

Part of Spirit’s programming contained an assessment of an individual’s capabilities and potential. It could be modified to identify and rank individuals by a metric of need, even merit, It was this aspect that intrigued Alex Manners and became the assessment and targeting tool of ‘Robin’ (see below).

Its architecture draws on real AGI research into personality modelling and behavioural prediction, fields actively pursued by organisations such as DeepMind and OpenAI.

Spirit is the "intelligence layer" that gives Locksley (see below) its distributive targeting precision.

In the trilogy, Luke’s aspiration is to improve and commercialise the Spirit program with the support and funding of the well-known, Silicon Valley based @cme Ventures. He was awaiting @cme ventures’ response while working as a part-time chauffeur in Las Vegas.

Various other entities: commercial, government, intelligence services and bad cyber actors believe Spirit can be repurposed for greater effect.



Armageddon


Alex Manners’ original plan had been to develop an AI Agentic based software virus that could decipher any code. The ultimate digital key that would open and lay bare all databases.

Alex’s notion was to use the power of computing, in any of its myriad forms, to plane out the rough edges of society. Secrets were the problem. Alex’ ambition was provide full transparency as a means to reset Society

The resulting transparent chaos would allow for data to be destroyed or transferred to a blockchain ledger. The ultimate ransom as information could be retrieved at a cost (financial or other assets) and/or publicly distributed.

It relies on a coding ability to penetrate the likes of the ‘unbreakable gold standard’ of encryption: AES-256.

As such there is intense interest by those who depend on unbreakable encryption: government agencies, the military, intelligence services, financial industry as well as bad actors in cyber-space.

This functionality became the basis of Locksley (see below).

The challenge in Alex’s mind was to harness AGI's potential for the good of Mankind, before a weaponised version could be released against the individual by commercial and government-oriented entities.

‘Locksley’, as Alex affectionately christened his project of combined element, comprised of five symbiotic parts: ). Two separate keys Robin (give) to distribute and Hood (take. Distributed storage, a token and undecipherable, hence inaccessible.

Alex's approach was somewhat biblical. He needed to destroy to allow Society to start over again. An old notion tried in many revolutions through the centuries.



‘Robin Hood’ or ‘Robin+Hood’


Not to be confused with the financial services firm. nor anything else.

A concept first suggested by Luke Carmichael to Alex Manners of paired agentic AI algorithm.




	'Robin' (derived from Spirit) — a redistributive algorithm that allocates stolen funds, and;


	'Hood' (derived from Armageddon) —a cipher-breaking AI virus that penetrates databases and extracts ‘treasure’ or wealth in any form (financial, deeds, information, etc)





In their chats and discussions, Luke's notion of 'Robin+Hood' had presented Alex with a far more exquisite tool to realise his excoriating revolution than his own Armageddon.

Their digital concept was an orchestrated viral attack that would take things of value (‘treasure’ and wealth) from the “unworthy”, as Alex saw the ultra-wealthy and elites; redistributing the takings to the most appropriate beneficiaries. The recipients would benefit from such enforced digital largesse.

The magic of the system was that the AGI based viruses would decide how to optimise the transfer and distribution of the taken treasure.

Better still in Alex’s opinion the algorithm could have the option to leave some stingers behind -reminders; by permanently adjusting the relevant tax records and even deleting government files on individuals.

Thus, it was a selective form of self-funded social engineering.

In Alex’s mind: all would be better. Luke humoured his compatriot as his desire for Spirit was to further an individual’s potential; and need Alex’s insight to perfect the stand-alone algorithm

Such flights of well-intentioned fantasy required high creative and capable programming skills: both Alex and Lkuke possessed these qualities



Pandora Wallet


A secure cold-storage cryptocurrency wallet system designed for Locksley's operations. Cold wallets (hardware devices kept offline) are genuine blockchain security tools used to store cryptocurrency beyond the reach of network-based attacks. The fictional element is the wallet's AI-driven redistribution capability.



HopeTokens


A secure cryptocurrency token, designed to operate with the Locksley protocol.

Recipient individuals would receive the requisite keys to access their account in Pandora and extract/utilise the HopeTokens deposited in their name.



Locksley (Modified Spirit + Modified Armageddon + Pandora + HopeTokens, integrated via a Quantum-Native AGI Algorithm)


Locksley is the definitive AGI system developed by Alex Manners, named after the legal name and birthplace of Robin Hood and the notion of archery. It comprises of five symbiotic parts: two separate keys - Robin (give) to distribute and Hood (take); a decentralised blockchain smart contract storage and token as well as an AGI based controlling algorithm - undecipherable, hence inaccessible.

Alex's approach was somewhat biblical. He wished to destroy to allow Society to start over again. An old notion tried in many revolutions through the centuries.

In more technical terms, Locksley is a nested, agentic algorithm designed for the autonomous exfiltration and redistribution of global wealth. Architecturally, the system is often visualized as a "quiver full of arrows," symbolizing its ability to deploy multiple, simultaneous "payloads" (the arrows) against various targets with surgical precision.

Its core components are the following five (in addition to the necessary hardware and energy needs).




	The Quiver (The Algorithmic Wrapper): A quantum-computing layer that houses and directs the system's various sub-processes. This "quiver" provides the recursive properties that allow the AI to adapt its "aim" in real-time, making its operations independent, instantaneous, and impossible to intercept.





As imagined by Alex and Luke, Locksley would use the Tunnel 5 cryptographic oracle to function, initially. It would be accessed by a smart trojan gateway (such as stored initially on an USB). This program would contain the instructions to interface with the Tunnel 5 quantum array.

Once initiated, Locksley would not be bound to the Tunnel 5 array but propagate and distribute itself across the network. It would them direct computing capacity-capability, data and storage according

As to decryption, Locksley’s quantum-based algorithm would simply shatter the protecting encryption maters keys and hand off to the two modified viruses (Spirit and Armageddon) which in turn would rely on classic computing and the malware botnet which would execute their programmed instructions and effect the ‘theft’ and redistribution of the extracted data




	The Arrows (the Paired Viruses of adversarial machine learning):


	Modified Armageddon: The "extractor" arrow. It penetrates high-security networks to decipher and transfer "treasure"—financial data, digital assets, and capital.


	Modified Spirit: The "seeker" arrow. It identifies "worthy recipients" based on merit and the potential to utilize distributed value, ensuring the treasure reaches those who need it most. Such assessment of worthiness is a very complicated and demanding computational task. It would be pretrained and a pre-compiled ledger of targets made. With time Locksley self-recursive nature would allow this process to be repeated.





	HopeTokens: The proprietary, blockchain-based cryptocurrency where exfiltrated value is stored in a secure, undecipherable format.


	Pandora: an AGI governed decentralised smart contract, operating on a high-speed Layer-2 blockchain for HopeTokens, accessible only to those recipients validated by the Spirit agent.





"Dead Man’s Handle". In addition to the above components there was critical modification made by Luke, one of several, is a fail-safe mechanism that converts the algorithm into a form of digital life insurance.

In the event of Luke’s untimely death, the Locksley protocol is automatically triggered, initiating its global redistribution cycle. Essentially, the quiver is ‘upturned’—automatically launching every arrow in a global redistribution cycle that cannot be recalled.



Talos


An AI-enhanced trojan programme developed by Yuri and the Tryzub7 hacking crew from the original world of Alex Manners and his proto-Armageddon.

Named after the bronze automaton of Greek myth, Talos is designed to penetrate casino networks and financial systems. It draws on real techniques: polymorphic code, zero-day exploits, and AI-assisted reconnaissance of network vulnerabilities.



Tarsus


An earlier, less sophisticated ransomware programme developed by the Tryzub7 collective hacking crew.

Tarsus encrypts a target-victim’s data and demands cryptocurrency payment for its release — a direct parallel to real-world ransomware attacks such as WannaCry (2017), Colonial Pipeline (2021), and the ongoing operations attributed to groups like LockBit and REvil.



BIO-MEDICAL

There are a number of bio-medical protocols referenced in the narrative.

Lab 257 / Plum Island Animal Disease Centre


A real facility on Plum Island, New York, operated by the United States Department of Agriculture. Officially a centre for research on animal diseases, it has been the subject of persistent allegations — explored in Michael C. Carroll's book ‘Lab 257’ (2004) — that experiments with tick-borne pathogens led to the emergence of Lyme disease on the nearby Connecticut shoreline.

The US Government Accountability Office investigated biosafety concerns in 2010. In the novel, Alex's discovery of classified files linking Lab 257 to biological weapons research is the catalyst for his radicalisation.



Lyme Disease (Borrelia burgdorferi)


A bacterial infection transmitted by tick bites, first identified in Lyme, Connecticut, in 1975. The novel presents it as a proto-biological weapon leaked from Lab 257 — a theory that, while unproven, is referenced in a 2019 US House of Representatives amendment directing the Department of Defence Inspector General to investigate whether the Pentagon experimented with weaponised ticks.

The disease affects an estimated 476,000 Americans annually (CDC, 2023) and another million citizens globally, notably Canada and Scandinavia. Both Luke and Alex's father suffer from it in the novel.



Symbiote Suite


The umbrella designation for Projects Orion, Adam, and Life, amongst others. Named for symbiosis — the mutually beneficial relationship between organisms.

It reflects the programme's vision of human-AI merger. The bio-medical advances are critical, but the AI facilitation is fundamental and essential.

The term captures the novel's central tension: is the relationship between human and machine symbiotic or parasitic?



Project Orion


A classified military project protocol led by Dr. Vivian Cho, part of the Symbiote suite.

Orion involves brain-computer interface (BCI) technology that enables cognitive merging between human and artificial intelligence — creating, in effect, a "bioborg."

Grant Montgomery is its first functioning test subject.

The science draws on real BCI research by Neuralink (Elon Musk), BrainGate (Brown University), and DARPA's Neural Engineering System Design programme, which funded implantable neural interfaces for military applications beginning in 2016.



Project Adam


The second Symbiote project-protocol..

Adam deploys bespoke nanobots to assess, repair, and maintain bodily functions — a form of programmable cellular medicine. Leo Geller was its main financial sponsor and first civilian test subject.

The concept draws on real nanotechnology research, including DNA origami nanorobots (Wyss Institute, Harvard), targeted drug delivery systems.

The risk of self-replicating nanobots running amok — referenced in the novel and the theoretical "grey goo" failure mode first described by Eric Drexler in ‘Engines of Creation’ (1986) — remains a genuine concern in nanotechnology ethics.



Project Life


The most speculative of the Symbiote project-protocols.

Life aims at consciousness upload and digital immortality — transferring a human mind into a digital substrate. It builds upon Orion (brain-computer interface) and Adam (nanobot repair).

The science references real research into whole-brain emulation, connectomics (mapping neural connections), and the philosophical concept of "longevity escape velocity" coined by Aubrey de Grey — the point at which medical advances extend life faster than time passes.



Grey Goo


More correctly: auto-immune rejection. A hypothetical global catastrophe in which self-replicating nanobots consume all matter on Earth while building copies of themselves. The concept was introduced by K. Eric Drexler in Engines of Creation (1986) and remains a standard reference in nanotechnology ethics. In the novel, Pashun warns that if "the AI matrix becomes unstable, there is a risk that the self-replicating nanobots run amok" — a direct allusion to this scenario.



Longevity Escape Velocity


A concept coined by biogerontologist Aubrey de Grey, describing the point at which advances in medical science extend human life expectancy by more than one year per year — effectively making death from ageing optional. In the novel, Project Adam's nanobot repair systems represent a pathway to this goal. De Grey's SENS Research Foundation has funded real research into the "seven types of ageing damage" that his framework identifies.



@cme-Nan-Tempus (ANT) and Neural lace


Initially some of the characters wear the equivalent of a fitness band on the right or left wrist. It allows for agentic link and a form of bio-mesh. It has a hair-thin filament that glows mauve in colour. A thought can activate it to act as well as being a physical booster or passive monitor.

It will be refined and developed into one or (mix) of the 3 below.

The Microneedle Patch (The Delivery System)

The "patch" itself is likely a Microneedle Array. Instead of a single large needle, these are small, bandage-like patches covered in hundreds of microscopic needles that are painless to the touch.




	These needles are often made of "dissolvable polymers" that hold a payload. Once applied to the skin, they penetrate the outer layer (the stratum corneum) and slowly dissolve, releasing their contents directly into the bloodstream or interstitial fluid.


	Nanobot Delivery: In the near future, these patches could easily carry "synthetic platelets" or "DNA-based nanobots" designed to seek out specific cells or cross the blood-brain barrier.





Electronic Skin and "Neural Lace" (The Network)

To act as a "neural network" or a communication interface, you are looking for Electronic Skin (e-skin) or Bio-integrated Electronics.




	Soft Neural Interfaces: Researchers at institutions like Stanford and Harvard are developing flexible, mesh-like electronics that are so thin they "mimic" the skin or neural tissue.


	Wireless Connectivity: These "patches" don't just sit on the skin; they can monitor neuro-signals or even stimulate muscles. In a near-future setting, your patch could act as a "hub" for the nanobots, receiving data from inside the body and transmitting it to an external device (like Luke's Spirit AI).





"Transdermal Neural Hub" or a "Bio-Electronic Patch."




	In the near future, these patches could be powered by "bio-fuel cells" that generate electricity from the wearer's sweat or glucose.


	‘Nanobots’ come in many forms, such as ‘Smart Dust’ or ‘Xenobots’ (biological robots) and “hybots” (miniature swarms) some of which are injectable.




Neural Links / Brain-Computer Interface (BCI)


Technology enabling direct communication between the brain and external devices. Real BCIs include cochlear implants, Utah arrays (used in BrainGate trials), and Neuralink's N1 chip, which achieved its first human implant in January 2024. The novel's Project Orion extrapolates from these to full cognitive merging — a step beyond current capabilities but within the trajectory of active research.



Digital Twin


A virtual replica of a physical entity — whether a person, object, or system — that mirrors its real-world counterpart in real time. In the novel, the Symbiote programme's ambition is to create a digital twin of the human body and mind. Real digital twin technology is widely used in engineering (Siemens, GE) and is being explored for personalised medicine by organisations including the UK's National Digital Twin Programme.



FULL-STACK AI

The Web


The ‘Web’ or ‘Internet’ or ‘Net’ composed of three parts: Clear, Deep and Dark.

A metaphor most often used is that of an iceberg. The ‘Clear’ (indexed) web is the top five to 10 percent above the waterline, the remaining ‘Deep’ Web is the submerged Deep (unindexed). Adjacent and submerged is the ‘Dark’ Web. A thin layer of ‘TOR” ice allows the edges of the Deep and Dark Webs to connect between their respective nodes.

Read on for a more technical description.

1. The Surface Web (Clear Web)

This is the "visible" layer of the internet—the part one uses on a daily basis for social media, news, and shopping, etc.

Any website that is indexed by search engines such as Google. If one can find it via a search bar, it’s on the surface. It is surprisingly small. It makes up only about 4% to 10% of the entire internet. Accessed through standard browsers (Chrome, Safari, Firefox) via public URLs and links.

2. The Deep Web

The Deep Web is the massive "submerged" portion of the iceberg. It isn't sinister; it's simply private. Content that is not indexed by search engines. This includes anything behind a login or a paywall, such as: Your personal email inbox.




	Online banking portals.


	Private company databases and medical records.


	Academic journals and cloud storage (Google Drive, Dropbox).





Its size is enormous. It is estimated to be 400 to 500 times larger than the Surface, Clear Web; accounting for roughly 90% to 95% of the internet. It is accessed through standard browsers, but requires specific permissions, credentials (usernames/passwords), or direct URLs to enter.

3. The Dark Web

The Dark Web is a tiny, intentionally hidden subset of the Deep Web, adjacent to it, but separate. It has secret connotations and purpose, some sinister.

It is a collection of websites that are hidden from both search engines and regular browsers. It is built on Darknets—overlay networks that prioritize total anonymity. While famous for illegal marketplaces, it is also used by whistleblowers, journalists, and people living under oppressive regimes to communicate safely.

It size is very small. It makes up roughly 0.01% to 6% of the total internet. One cannot access it with a regular browser. It requires specialized software, most notably Tor (The Onion Router). Connections are "layered" (like an onion) through multiple encrypted nodes to hide the user's IP address and physical location.



Binary Coding


Binary (base-2) uses two states: 0 and 1. Every piece of digital information — text, images, video, software — is ultimately encoded as sequences of these two digits. Binary maps perfectly onto electronic switches (on/off, high voltage/low voltage), which is why it became the universal language of computing from the 1940s onward.



Ternary Coding


Ternary (base-3) uses three states: 0, 1, and 2 (or in balanced ternary: −1, 0, +1). Ternary computing was explored by the Soviet Union in the 1950s with the Setun computer at Moscow State University — the only production ternary machine ever built. In theory, ternary is more efficient: mathematically, base-3 is the closest integer to the optimal radix e (2.718...), meaning it requires fewer digits to represent large numbers than binary does.



Binary vs Ternary assessment


The key insight: Binary won not because it's mathematically optimal (ternary is) but because two-state switches are trivially simple to build — transistors are either on or off. Ternary's three-state logic requires more complex hardware with no compelling commercial incentive to develop it. Quantum computing leapfrogs both by operating in a fundamentally different paradigm — it doesn't just add more states per digit, it processes all possible states simultaneously. The comparison is less binary → ternary → quantum (an evolution) and more binary vs. quantum (a revolution), with ternary as the fascinating road not taken.

For the novel's purposes: Alex's genius lies in recognising that quantum computing doesn't improve existing systems — it obsoletes them. That's what makes Locksley existentially dangerous.



Quantum Computing


A computing paradigm that uses quantum-mechanical phenomena — superposition and entanglement — to process information.

Classical computers process information as bits — each a 0 or a 1. Quantum computers use qubits, which exploit two quantum-mechanical properties: superposition (a qubit can be both 0 and 1 simultaneously until measured) and entanglement (two qubits can be correlated so that the state of one instantly determines the state of the other, regardless of distance). This means a quantum computer with n qubits can represent 2ⁿ states simultaneously, allowing it to explore vast solution spaces in parallel rather than sequentially.

The practical consequence: problems that would take a classical computer billions of years — such as breaking modern encryption (RSA, AES) or simulating molecular behaviour for drug design — become solvable in hours or minutes. Google's Sycamore processor demonstrated "quantum supremacy" in 2019 by completing a calculation in 200 seconds that would have taken the world's fastest classical supercomputer 10,000 years. IBM, IonQ, and China's USTC are in the race. The catch: qubits are extraordinarily fragile, requiring near-absolute-zero temperatures and error-correction overhead that currently limits practical applications.

In the novel, quantum computing is both weapon and shield — Alex uses it to build Locksley's cipher-breaking capability, while post-quantum cryptography (ML-KEM) is the lock designed to resist it.

Where classical computers use bits (0 or 1), quantum computers use "qubits" that can exist in multiple states simultaneously, enabling them to solve certain problems exponentially faster. In the novel, quantum computing is both a threat (it can crack existing encryption) and a tool (Alex uses quantum coding to build Locksley). Real quantum computers are being developed by IBM, Google, and IonQ, among others.



Blockchain


A decentralised, tamper-resistant digital ledger that records transactions across a network of computers. Each "block" of data is cryptographically linked to the previous one, creating an immutable chain. Blockchain underpins cryptocurrencies (Bitcoin, Ethereum) and is the backbone of Locksley's redistribution mechanism and the Pandora Wallet. Invented in 2008 by the pseudonymous Satoshi Nakamoto.



Node Network Master


In the world of cryptocurrency, a "network master" or master node) is a specialized server that acts as a "super-powered" full node. While regular nodes just store and validate transactions, Master nodes provide advanced services to the network and are rewarded with cryptocurrency for doing so. Think of a regular node as a bank teller (verifying paperwork) and a Master node as a bank manager (overseeing the branch, making decisions, and offering special services).



Digital wallet


Serves as the "identity membrane," a secure vault that stores the private keys required to authorize actions and prove ownership within a network.



Token


Is the "unit of agency" itself—a programmable digital asset that represents a specific value, right, or piece of data, which is transferred or executed between wallets through cryptographic verification.



Artificial Intelligence (AI)


The broad field of creating machines that mimic cognitive functions. A machine acting "smart."



Machine Learning (ML)


A subset of AI that uses algorithms to collect and parse data, learn from it, and make a determination or prediction. Learning from experience instead of just following a manual.



Deep Learning (DL)


A specialized ML technique using "Neural Networks" (layers of math) inspired by the human brain. The "brain" behind ChatGPT and facial recognition and self-driving cars.



Agentic AI


AI systems designed to use tools, browse the web, and execute multi-step plans to achieve a goal. An AI that doesn't just answer; it does the work for the user’s request. Fore example, You say "Book me a trip to Italy." The AI searches flights, checks your calendar, uses your credit card, and emails the hotel to ask for a quiet room.



Artificial Narrow Intelligence (ANI)


AI that is programmed to perform a single task (e.g., playing chess or checking the weather). A program brilliant at one thing, say playing ‘Go’ but useless at others, say ‘Chess’.



Artificial General Intelligence (AGI)


The threshold where an AI can learn and apply intelligence to any task a human can. An AI system capable of understanding, learning, and applying knowledge across any intellectual task — as opposed to "narrow" AI, which excels at specific functions (e.g., chess, image recognition).

AGI remains theoretical but is the declared goal of organisations including OpenAI, Google DeepMind, and Anthropic.

The novel's treatment reflects genuine debate about whether AGI represents humanity’s greatest tool or its greatest threat.



Artificial Superintelligence (ASI)


A hypothetical level of intelligence that surpasses the collective brainpower of all humanity. Maybe trite but researches cite examples of An intelligence that solves cancer, masters cold fusion, and invents new forms of physics in a single afternoon.

An ability based on recursive self-improvement that allows the model to become self-aware and self-governing, unless constrained by 'Alignment’ protocols



The Singularity


The hypothetical point at which AI surpasses human intelligence and begins improving itself recursively, triggering an irreversible transformation of civilisation. The point where AI self-improvement becomes so fast that human history is forever altered.

The concept was popularised by mathematician Vernor Vinge (1993) and futurist Ray Kurzweil, who predicted it would occur by 2045. In the novel, "Singularity beckons" — the final line of the epilogue — suggests this threshold is approaching.



ENCRYPTION

Encryption is a fundamental underpinning for the basis of Modern Society and how its functions: ensuring privacy yet facilitating ‘secrets’.

The Trilogy Nove sits precisely on this fault line. Alex's Locksley is essentially a fictional quantum-accelerated Bullrun — a programme that doesn't just crack one lock but renders the entire locking mechanism obsolete. The real-world parallels (NSA's Bullrun, China's quantum research, Harvest Now/Decrypt Later) make the novel's premise not speculative fiction but near-future realism. That's its credibility — and its menace

The Best Encryption Standards (Current)

The following is a synthesis of the encryption ‘standard’, with type, key size and current status (2026)


	AES-256: Symmetric (data encryption), 256-bit. Unbroken. Gold standard for governments, banks, military. Used by NSA for TOP SECRET


	RSA-2048/4096: Asymmetric (key exchange) 2048–4096 bit. Unbroken classically, but vulnerable to quantum attack via Shor's algorithm


	Elliptic Curve (ECDSA): Asymmetric (signatures), 256–384 bit. Unbroken classically, quantum-vulnerable.


	ML-KEM (FIPS 203): Post-quantum key exchange. Lattice-based, new NIST standard (August 2024). Designed to resist quantum computers


	ML-DSA (FIPS 204): Post-quantum signatures. Lattice-based, new NIST standard (August 2024)




Notable Cases Where Encryption Was Broken or Circumvented


	Enigma at Bletchley Park (1940–45) The original: Turing and the team at GCHQ's predecessor broke the German Enigma cipher, shortening the war by an estimated two years. The lesson: the side that breaks encryption wins.


	NSA's Bullrun Programme (revealed 2013) Edward Snowden's documents showed the NSA had been secretly undermining encryption standards for years — inserting backdoors into commercial encryption products, coercing tech companies, and deliberately weakening the Dual_EC_DRBG random number generator (later confirmed as an NSA-planted vulnerability). Cost: $250 million/year. Partner programme: GCHQ's Edgehill.


	NSA/GCHQ — Gemalto SIM Card Hack (2015) Snowden documents revealed that NSA and GCHQ hacked Gemalto (the World's largest SIM card manufacturer) and stole encryption keys for billions of mobile phones globally — bypassing encryption entirely by possessing the keys.


	Stuxnet — US/Israel vs. Iran (2010) The most sophisticated cyberweapon ever deployed. A joint NSA-Unit 8200 operation that didn't break encryption but bypassed it — physically smuggling malware via USB into Iran's air-gapped Natanz nuclear facility to destroy centrifuges. Demonstrated that the most secure systems can be penetrated through human vectors.


	China — Shanghai University RSA Crack (2024) Chinese researchers claimed to have used a D-Wave quantum annealing processor to factor a 22-bit RSA integer — tiny compared to RSA-2048, but a proof of concept. Separately, reports suggest a 372-qubit machine cracked RSA-2048 using an improved Shor's algorithm. Disputed by Western experts but alarming in trajectory.


	Salt Typhoon — Chinese State Hackers (2021–present) A joint NSA/GCHQ report (2025) detailed large-scale Chinese cyber operations targeting telecommunications, government, and military infrastructure globally. Not encryption-breaking per se, but network penetration at scale.


	"Harvest Now, Decrypt Later" (ongoing) Intelligence agencies — principally China, Russia, and likely the NSA — are believed to be intercepting and storing encrypted data now, betting that within 5–10 years quantum computers will be able to decrypt it retrospectively. This means today's secrets may be readable by 2030–2035.




Quantum Key Distribution (QKD)


A method of secure communication that uses quantum mechanics to generate and distribute encryption keys. Any attempt to intercept the key disturbs the quantum state and alerts the communicating parties. In the novel, QKD secures the dark strands and SuperNAP. Real QKD networks have been deployed by China's QUESS satellite programme and the European Quantum Communication Infrastructure initiative.



Post-Quantum Cryptography (ML-KEM)


Encryption algorithms designed to resist attack by quantum computers. ML-KEM (Module Lattice-Based Key Encapsulation Mechanism), referenced in the novel, is a real standard selected by the US National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST) in 2024 as part of its post-quantum cryptography standardisation programme. The novel correctly identifies this as the "new type of lock" needed to secure digital infrastructure against quantum threats.



Quantum dot


A stop-gap solution for QKD, using sub-Poissonian photon sources to create tiny semiconductor particles to behave as artificial atoms.



Ransomware


Malicious software that encrypts a victim's data and demands payment (typically in cryptocurrency) for the decryption key. The novel's depiction of Tryzub7's operations reflects real-world ransomware-as-a-service (RaaS) ecosystems, where criminal groups develop tools and lease them to affiliates. Notable real attacks include WannaCry, NotPetya, and the Colonial Pipeline shutdown.



Hacker


In the world of cybersecurity, "Shadowland" tech, and the military-industrial complex, the term “Hacker” defines the person's intent and skill level. "Hacker" is often seen as too broad or cliché. Here are the more specific terms in use today.

Professional & Industrial Terms




	Threat Actor: The standard intelligence term for any individual or group performing a cyber-attack.


	Security Researcher: A polite term for someone who finds vulnerabilities to fix them (often "White Hat").


	Red Teamer: An offensive security professional hired to attack a system to test its defences.


	Penetration Tester (Pen-Tester): Someone authorized to "probe" a network for weaknesses.





Intent-Based Terms (The "Hat" System)




	Black Hat: The classic "villain" hacker—malicious and operating for personal gain or chaos.


	White Hat: Ethical hackers working to improve security.


	Grey Hat: Someone who might break the law to find a bug but doesn't have malicious intent (e.g., they find a hole in a "Shadowland" server and tell the world instead of stealing the data).





Subculture Slang

If you are diving into the lore of the NTTR and secretive tech, you’ll run into these: Intrusion Analyst: The technical role for someone tracking "hybots" or digital breaches on the Grid.




	Script Kiddie: A derogatory term for someone who uses "off-the-shelf" hacking tools without understanding how they work.


	Hacktivist: Someone hacking for a political or social cause (e.g., trying to "leak" what’s happening in the desert).


	Phracker: An old-school term (Phone Phreak + Hacker) for those who mess with telecommunications and radio frequencies—very common among those trying to listen in on military "Shadowland" comms.


	Cracker: someone who “cracks” or deciphers a cipher





Advanced & Government Terms




	APT (Advanced Persistent Threat): Usually refers to state-sponsored groups (like those from Russia, China, or the US) who stay hidden in a network for years.


	Operator: In military/NSA contexts, this refers to someone who carries out highly specialized cyber-operations.


	Slingers: Slang for those who "sling code" or exploits, often used in more informal dev-heavy circles.




Ralph loop


Often called the Ralph Wiggum Loop) is an autonomous AI programming technique that emerged in 2025 and 2026. It is not a specific hardware component or a traditional military protocol, but rather a "persistence pattern" used to make AI coding agents—like Claude or Cursor—perform complex, multi-step tasks without human supervision.

The name is a humorous nod to the Simpsons character Ralph Wiggum, representing the idea of "naive persistence": keep trying the same task over and over until it finally works.



Laptop farming


Is a state-sponsored cyber-fraud tactic usually North Korean directed but using client states in Southeast Asia and China. Operatives use stolen identities and AI-generated personas to secure remote IT roles in Western companies. To bypass geographic security, local facilitators host company-issued laptops in physical "farms" within the U.S. or Europe, using remote-access software to allow overseas hackers to work undetected. This scheme generates hard currency for weapons programs while providing a backdoor for corporate espionage and data exfiltration.

Key Characteristics include the following aspects. Impersonation: Operatives use deepfakes and stolen data to pass interviews and background checks. Infrastructure: Facilitators manage racks of hardware to mimic local employees' home offices. Laundering: Salaries are funnelled through money mules and crypto to reach Pyongyang. Detection: Because the hardware is physically domestic ( such as in the US – at work and at home; often provided as a cheap internet purchase, “gift” or a “prize” for a fictional lottery, geofencing and VPN-detection tools often fail to flag the threat.



Decryption threats


There have been over the decades various threats to safeguard encryption protocols. The following are two historical instances as well as the imminent Q-Day.

1. Y2K (1999): In the late 1990s, the tech world realized it had inherited a foundational flaw. Early programmers, scrambling to save precious bytes of computer memory, recorded years using just two digits (e.g., "99" instead of "1999"). The world faced a hard, immutable deadline: January 1, 2000. If unmodified, software would roll over to "00," interpreting the date as 1900. Safe deposit boxes might lock, power grids could fail, and interest calculations would implode.

Often considered a false alarm by the public, it was misled. Y2K didn't cause a global collapse because humanity launched one of the largest, most expensive, and most coordinated IT rescue missions in history. Globally, governments and corporations spent an estimated $300 billion to $500 billion to fix the code. Armies of retired programmers were pulled out of retirement with massive pay-checks to comb through millions of lines of ancient COBOL code. Mainframes were systematically tested by manually rolling their internal clocks forward in isolated environments. When they did this to the Millennium Dome systems in London during testing, so many errors occurred that the error logs crashed the monitor screens.

Because this work was done quietly in server rooms over several years, the public only saw the smooth transition on midnight—and assumed they had been lied to.

2. HTTP to HTTPS (1994-2018): For decades, the web operated on HTTP: essentially sending postcards through the mail. In the early days of the Internet, anyone holding the postcard (like a hacker on public Wi-Fi) could read one passwords or data.

The migration to HTTPS was the slow, deliberate process of replacing postcards with armoured, tamper-proof envelopes using mathematical encryption.

It wasn't prompted by a single doomsday date, but rather by an organic realization that a mature Internet required absolute privacy.

3. Q-Day (present unless it has happened): Q-Day is the theoretical milestone when a cryptographically relevant quantum computer is publicly confirmed to be powerful enough to crack today’s standard encryption (like RSA and Elliptic Curve Cryptography).

While a traditional computer would take billions of years to guess the math keys protecting your bank account, a quantum computer utilizing Shor’s Algorithm could unravel them in minutes. Suddenly, the armoured HTTPS envelopes painstakingly built will become as transparent as glass.

Give the computing capability (hard-mid-software) and resource intensity of such an endeavour only a handful of Sovereign nations are on the cusp of realising this seminal breakthrough: The US, China, possibly Russia, Israel, UK Iran and India. An individual endeavour is usually not considered – hence the importance of Alex and Luke’ Locksley sentient program.

Google Quantum AI as well as the QRC report by Dr Morgan Stern in his CSNA 2.0 framework timeline brought forward the Q-Day timeline to 1 January 2027.



MILITARY AND INTELLIGENCE SYSTEMS

The following is a short list referenced in the Trilogy.

Dark Strands


Fibre-optic cables, typically unlit (carrying no data traffic), held in reserve for military, intelligence, or emergency use. The novel references hundreds of miles of dark strands beneath the Nevada desert connecting Nellis, Creech, and the Nevada Test and Training Range to Las Vegas data centres. This reflects real infrastructure: Las Vegas is a genuine hub for data centres (including the Switch SuperNAP campus), and dark fibre networks are a documented component of US military communications.



Ku/Ka Military Encryption


It usually refers to the Satellite Terminals that bridge the gap between a robot/unit on the ground and the command satellite.

The Ka-band has massive bandwidth, which allows for Type 1 Encryption (the highest NSA standard) to be applied to high-definition video feeds from robots or drones without the lag that slower bands would cause.

As part of it there are Electronic Warfare & Jamming aspects




	Frequency Hopping: Military Ku/Ka systems often use "Spread Spectrum" techniques. They quickly hop between frequencies within the band so that enemies cannot lock onto the signal to jam or intercept it.


	Low Probability of Intercept (LPI): Because Ka-band beams are very narrow and directional ("spot beams"), it is physically harder for an enemy to "sniff" the data unless they are standing directly in the line of sight.





3. Dual-Band Terminals

Many military "TREMS" (Tactical Remote Equipment Management Systems) use Dual-Band Ku/Ka terminals. This allows a robot or vehicle to: use Ka-band for high-speed data (sending video); and Automatically flip to Ku-band if it starts raining or if the Ka-band is being jammed.



MQ9-Reaper


A remotely piloted military aircraft (drone) manufactured by General Atomics. The Reaper carries Hellfire missiles and precision-guided munitions, capable of sustained surveillance and strike operations. It is operated from Ground Control Stations — the "Box" in the novel — at Creech Air Force Base, Nevada. Lambert's recollections of operating the Reaper mirror documented accounts from drone operators, including the psychological toll described in Brandon Bryant's public testimony (2013) and the documentary National Bird (2016).



SuperNAP


A real data centre campus operated by Switch in Las Vegas, one of the largest in the world. Located at 7135 S. Decatur Boulevard, the SuperNAP houses computing infrastructure for major corporations and government agencies. The novel correctly identifies it as a critical node in the Nevada digital ecosystem, secured by advanced encryption — and therefore a high-value target.



LIDAR (Light Detection and Ranging)


A remote sensing technology that uses laser pulses to create three-dimensional maps of surfaces and objects. In the novel, LIDAR is part of the perimeter security system at Groom Lake (Area 51). Real military LIDAR systems are used for terrain mapping, autonomous navigation, and threat detection. The novel's reference to "ghosting the LIDAR" — injecting false data into the sensor feed — reflects genuine cybersecurity concerns about sensor spoofing.



Stealth Aircraft


The novel references three stealth aircraft programmes developed at Area 51: the A-12 Oxcart (CIA reconnaissance, 1962), the F-117 Nighthawk (first operational stealth fighter, 1983), and the B-2 Spirit (stealth bomber, 1997). All were designed using radar-absorbing materials and angular geometries to minimise detection — technology developed in the "Black Lab ecosystem" the novel describes.



Janet Airlines


The unofficial name for a classified airline operated by the US Air Force. Janet flights transport personnel from a dedicated terminal at Harry Reid International Airport (formerly McCarran) to restricted sites including Area 51 on Groom Lake and the Tonopah Test Range. The aircraft — unmarked white Boeing 737s with a single red stripe — are real and can be observed daily. "JANET" is popularly believed to stand for "Just Another Non-Existent Terminal."



Area 51 / Groom Lake / Homey Airport


A highly classified US Air Force facility within the Nevada Test and Training Range, approximately 83 miles northwest of Las Vegas. Officially designated as "Homey Airport" (ICAO: KXTA), it has been used for testing experimental aircraft including the U-2, A-12 Oxcart, F-117 Nighthawk, and B-2 Spirit stealth bomber.

Its existence was not officially acknowledged by the US government until 2013.



Creech Air Force Base (AFB)


Located near Indian Springs, Nevada, Creech is the primary hub for US unmanned aerial vehicle (drone) operations. It is home to the 432nd Wing — Lambert's former unit in the novel — which operates MQ-9 Reaper and MQ-1 Predator aircraft. The base's Ground Control Stations, described in the novel, are real: windowless pods from which operators conduct strikes thousands of miles away.



Nellis Air Force Base (AFB)


Located in northeast of Lass Vegas, Nevada; Nellis Air Force Base is the site of the first military establishment in the area (1916). It is famously known as the ‘Home of the Fighter Pilot’, serving as the primary site for the U.S. Air Force Warfare Center and the elite Thunderbirds demonstration squadron. Nellis leads the world in large-scale, multi-domain combat exercises like Red Flag.

Nellis’ mission has expanded significantly beyond the cockpit to include the 57th Information Aggressor Squadron, which replicates sophisticated adversary cyber tactics to train personnel in defending mission-critical networks.

To ensure total domain dominance, the base hosts the 32d Weapons Squadron, producing experts in cyberspace operations who work alongside the 547th Intelligence Squadron to analyse foreign electronic and space threats.

This integration of kinetic power and digital defence is supported by the proximity of the Nevada Test and Training Range, providing the vast space necessary for Nellis operations to be undertaken.



Nevada Test and Training Range (NTTR)


The largest contiguous air and ground space available for military operations in the free world, encompassing approximately 4,700 square miles of the Nevada desert. It includes the Nellis Range Complex, the Tonopah Test Range, and the restricted airspace designated R-4808N — the "Fence" referenced in the novel.



Utah Data Center (UDC)


Also known as the ‘Intelligence Community Comprehensive National Cybersecurity Initiative Data Center’.

It is a data storage facility for the United States Intelligence Community that is designed to store data estimated to be on the order of exabytes or larger. Its purpose is to support the Comprehensive National Cybersecurity Initiative (CNCI), though its precise mission is classified.

The National Security Agency (NSA) leads operations at the facility as the executive agent for the Director of National Intelligence. It is located at Camp Williams near Bluffdale, Utah, between Utah Lake and Great Salt Lake and was completed in May 2014 at a cost of $1.5 billion.






INTELLIGENCE SERVICES and SURVEILLANCE 

A short synthesis of the main official entities operating under sovereign mandates of the United States, China, Russia, North Korea and United Kingdom

The United Sates The origins of global surveillance can be traced back to the late 1940s after the UKUSA Agreement was collaboratively enacted by the United Kingdom and the United States, which eventually culminated in the creation of the global surveillance network code-named "ECHELON" in 1971.

As confirmed by the NSA's director Keith B. Alexander on 26 September 2013, the NSA collects and stores all phone records of all American citizens. Much of the data is kept in large storage facilities such as the Utah Data Center,

The NSA, in collaboration with Britain's GCHQ, routinely intercept international communications of private individuals.

Many of these agencies are well-known to the public today, their operations, budgets, and specific internal units often remain highly classified. They are generally split into three categories: Intelligence Community (IC), Advanced Research (The "ARPAs"), and Clandestine Military Units.


1.The Intelligence Community (IC).

There are 18 official organizations in the US Intelligence Community. While the CIA is the most famous, others are much larger or more specialized.











	NSA (National Security Agency)
	Signals intelligence (SIGINT), cryptography, and monitoring global communications.
	Military (DoD)





	NRO (National Reconnaissance Office)
	Manages and operates US spy satellites; its existence was secret until 1992.
	Military (DoD)



	NGA (National Geospatial-Intelligence Agency)
	Analyses satellite imagery and mapping (GEOINT).
	Military (DoD)



	DIA (Defence Intelligence Agency)
	Focuses specifically on foreign military capabilities and intentions.
	Military (DoD)



	CIA (Central Intelligence Agency)
	Human intelligence (HUMINT) and covert operations.
	Civilian (Independent)



	INR (Bureau of Intelligence and Research)
	The State Department’s internal intelligence unit; focuses on diplomatic analysis.
	Civilian (State Dept)



	OIA (Office of Intelligence and Analysis)
	Focuses on threats to the US homeland, including domestic terrorism.
	Civilian (DHS)






2. Advanced Research & Technology (The "ARPAs") These agencies focus on "high-risk, high-reward" technology that is often decades ahead of the commercial sector.




	IARPA (Intelligence Advanced Research Projects Activity): As you mentioned, this is the IC's version of DARPA. They fund research into quantum computing, AI, and biometric identification specifically for spies.


	DARPA (Defence Advanced Research Projects Agency): The military's research arm responsible for the internet, GPS, and stealth technology.


	ARPA-E: Focuses on advanced, "impossible" energy technologies (Department of Energy).


	HSARPA: The Homeland Security version, focusing on border security and chemical/biological defence.





3. Clandestine Military Units & Groups These are specialized units that often operate under the Joint Special Operations Command (JSOC). Their specific missions are rarely acknowledged.




	The Activity (Intelligence Support Activity / ISA): A top-secret Army unit that provides "ground truth" intelligence for Delta Force and SEAL Team Six. They specialize in radio intercepts and human spying in hostile territory.


	SAC (Special Activities Center): The CIA’s paramilitary wing. They are essentially a private army that conducts "Black Ops"—missions the US government wants to be able to deny.


	DEVGRU (SEAL Team Six): Though famous now, their daily operations and specific deployments remain classified "Special Access Programs."


	1st SFOD-D (Delta Force): The Army's primary counter-terrorism unit, which officially "doesn't exist" in many formal military documents.


	427th Special Operations Squadron: A secretive Air Force unit that flies unmarked or non-standard aircraft to support covert missions.





4. Policy & Oversight (Civilian) These aren't "spy" agencies in the field, but they manage the secrets.




	NSC (National Security Council): The President's principal forum for considering national security and foreign policy matters.


	ODNI (Office of the Director of National Intelligence): The "manager" of all 18 intelligence agencies.


	PCLOB (Privacy and Civil Liberties Oversight Board): An independent agency within the executive branch that ensures the government's anti-terrorism efforts don't violate privacy laws.


	




Many of these agencies manage SAPs (Special Access Programs), which are the most protected "black" projects in the government. These programs are so sensitive that only a handful of people in Congress are even aware of their existence.



RUSSIA The Russian intelligence and cyber landscape is categorized by three primary state agencies that often overlap and compete with one another. Unlike the U.S., Russia frequently leverages "patriotic" criminal hackers as proxies for state goals.

There are the "Big Three" Intelligence Agencies of the official pillars of the Russian security state (the Siloviki).


1.GRU (Main Directorate of the General Staff)

The military intelligence wing. They are known for being the most aggressive and "noisy" of the agencies, often prioritizing disruption over long-term secrecy.




	Unit 26165 (Fancy Bear / APT28): Focuses on high-level espionage against governments, political organizations, and the military. Famous for the 2016 DNC hack.


	Unit 74455 (Sandworm): A highly destructive unit responsible for the NotPetya malware (the most costly cyberattack in history) and targeting power grids in Ukraine.


	Unit 29155: Traditionally a "wetwork" (assassination) and sabotage unit, but now has a dedicated cyber wing for disruptive operations.





2. FSB (Federal Security Service)

The primary successor to the KGB. While mostly domestic (counterintelligence), they have a massive international cyber reach.




	Center 18 (Center for Information Security): The FSB’s primary cyber-hub. They manage "lawful" interception (SORM) but also oversee offensive hacking.


	Turla (Snake / Venomous Bear): One of the most sophisticated espionage groups in the world, focused on infiltrating foreign embassies, research institutions, and defence contractors.


	Star Blizzard (Callisto Group): Specialized in targeted spear-phishing against NGOs, think tanks, and former intelligence officers.





3. SVR (Foreign Intelligence Service)

The civilian foreign intelligence agency. They are considered the "elite" and are much stealthier than the GRU.




	Cozy Bear (APT29 / Midnight Blizzard): Known for extreme patience and high-level tradecraft. They were responsible for the SolarWinds supply chain attack, which compromised dozens of U.S. government agencies without being detected for month





Other Key State Agencies




	FSO (Federal Protective Service): Equivalent to the U.S. Secret Service, but with a massive technical wing (Spetssvyaz) that controls secure government communications and signals intelligence.


	Roskomnadzor: While technically a "civilian" regulatory body, it acts as a digital censorship agency, maintaining the "Great Firewall" of Russia and blocking dissent.





The "Proxies" of Cyber-Criminal & Mercenary Groups

The line between a Russian criminal and a state agent is often blurry. The Kremlin frequently offers "protection from prosecution" to cyber-criminals in exchange for their services.











	The Internet Research Agency
	The "Troll Farm." Specialized in disinformation and social media manipulation.
	Formerly linked to Yevgeny Prigozhin.





	LockBit / Conti
	Ransomware-as-a-Service. While they are criminal enterprises, they have publicly pledged support for the Russian state.
	Suspected FSB "hands-off" protection.



	Evil Corp
	One of the most prolific cyber-criminal organizations (Dridex malware).
	Leadership reportedly has familial ties to FSB officers.



	KillNet
	
	Likely a GRU-supported front for lower-level harassment.



	REvil (also known as Sodinokibi),
	Widely considered one of the most significant criminal organizations in history
	





CHINA China's intelligence community is fundamentally different from that of the West because it blends civilian, military, and Communist Party (CCP) organs into a single national security strategy.

As of 2026, the Chinese military has undergone significant restructuring, dissolving the former Strategic Support Force (SSF) and replacing it with more specialized arms.


1. Civilian Intelligence (State-Led)

These agencies focus on national security, foreign espionage, and internal stability.




	MSS (Ministry of State Security). Foreign intelligence, counterintelligence, and political security. Similar to a combined CIA/FBI. China frequently uses academic and research institutions as a base for intelligence work:


	China Institutes of Contemporary International Relations (CICIR): While it looks like a think tank, it is the primary research arm of the MSS. Located in Haidian, Beijing.


	Nanjing 841 Research Institute: A known cover for MSS technical operations, specifically focusing on hacking and digital surveillance.


	University of International Relations (UIR): A college in Beijing that serves as a primary training ground for MSS officers.





	MPS (Ministry of Public Security) Domestic policing and internal security; manages the "Great Firewall" and domestic surveillance.


	MSS Provincial Bureaus Semi-autonomous regional hubs that often run their own international operations.





2. Military Intelligence (PLA)

Following the April 2024 reorganization, the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) has moved toward a "joint" information warfare model.




	Information Support Force (ISF): The newest branch (est. 2024). It serves as the "nervous system" of the PLA, coordinating all network information systems, communications, and big-data intelligence.


	Cyberspace Force: Formerly part of the SSF, this is now an independent arm responsible for offensive cyber warfare and defending Chinese networks.


	Aerospace Force: Manages space-based reconnaissance (spy satellites) and signals intelligence from orbit.


	Joint Staff Department (JSD): The "Intelligence Bureau" here (formerly the 2nd Department or 2PLA) handles traditional military human intelligence and tactical reconnaissance.





Under the current structure (as of 2026), the "Second Department" has been formally integrated into the Joint Staff Department (JSD) of the Central Military Commission. It is now often referred to as the JSD Intelligence Bureau.

Despite the name change, its functions are still divided into specialized "Bureaus":




	1st Bureau: Focused on intelligence gathering in specific regions, historically including Taiwan and Hong Kong.


	2nd Bureau (Tactical): Focuses on "Battlefield Intelligence" and foreign military capabilities.


	Scientific & Technical Bureau: Dedicated to stealing or legally acquiring foreign military technology (reverse engineering).





The "Second Department" (often abbreviated as 2PLA or Er Bu)

It was traditionally the primary military intelligence arm of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army (PLA). While major military reforms starting in 2016 and continuing through 2026 have restructured its hierarchy, its core mission—Human Intelligence (HUMINT) and Tactical Military Intelligence—remains the backbone of China's military spying operations.

Before the reorganization, the Second Department was part of the General Staff Department (GSD). It was responsible for:




	Military Attachés: Posting intelligence officers in Chinese embassies worldwide under diplomatic cover.


	Clandestine Operations: Sending "deep cover" agents abroad to collect information on foreign military technology and strategy.


	Analysis: Fusing data from satellites, signals (SIGINT), and human sources to create intelligence briefings for the top leadership.





It is important not to confuse the Second Department with its peers:




	Second Department (2PLA) - Military Intelligence. Focused on soldiers, weapons, and foreign defence policy.


	Third Department (3PLA) - Signals Intelligence. The "Chinese NSA." (Now part of the Cyberspace Force).




NORTH KOREA Formerly known as Unit 586, the RGB is North Korea’s premier military intelligence agency located in Pyongyang, North Korea. The RGB conducts cyberwarfare operations and employs nearly 7,000 trained hackers for espionage and financial theft operations. The RGB structure includes several cyberwarfare units


In mid-2020, North Korea appointed new leadership to the RGB as part of a personnel overhaul designed to strengthen “the Workers’ Party’s chain of command over the RGB.” New personnel placed into key RGB leadership roles are younger, more technically skilled men in their “early to mid-30s.” Many are “Information Technology experts” who graduated from North Korea’s top technical universities, such as “Kim Il-Sung University, Kim Chaek University of Technology, and Mirim University (Command Automation University).” The previous leaders volunteered to move into less relevant, obsolete roles, such as managing equipment and supply distribution units. Under new leadership, North Korea hopes to increase its ability to use its cyber assets to steal intelligence and foreign currency.

The main North Korean Cyber Warfare Units are as follows.




	Unit 121 (Cyber Warfare Guidance Unit). The elite cyber unit of the RGB. It oversees Unit 180, Unit 91, and Lab 110. It conducts sabotage, data theft, and DDoS attacks. Since 2015, it has focused specifically on disrupting critical infrastructure (energy, transport, aviation). Its members are recruited from Pyongyang University of Automation and often operate out of the Chilbosan Hotel in Shenyang, China, using the joint-venture location and fake business identities as cover.


	Unit 91 (Office 91). It serves as the headquarters for hacking operations and logistics. North Korea Evades international sanctions by using shell companies in China, Malaysia, and Russia, as well as black market purchases to acquire restricted hardware. It primarily targets nuclear technology and has historically attacked South Korean power organizations.


	Lab 110 (110th Research Center). An additional arm of the cyber warfare program, also known as the ‘Technology Reconnaissance Team’. Responsible for highly destructive attacks, including the use of wiper malware and denial-of-service operations.




UNITED KINGDOM British Intelligence forms a unified front dedicated to protecting the United Kingdom from domestic and foreign threats. Their collective mission is to gather secret information and provide world-class cyber security to ensure the country’s safety and economic prosperity.


	MI5 (Security Service): The domestic arm, focused on stopping terrorism and espionage within UK borders.


	MI6 (SIS): The overseas experts, gathering secret intelligence abroad to influence events in the UK's favour.


	GCHQ: The signals and cyber powerhouse, headquartered in the famous circular "Donut" building in Cheltenham.


	Defence Intelligence: A specialized branch within the Ministry of Defence that provides military-specific insights and mapping – including Naval Intelligence (shades of “007” and “Room 40” still exist).







INFRASTRUCTURE, LOCATIONS and OTHER THINGS

Unsurprisingly there are no official records of the following.

Paradise Tower


Envisages as a luxury residential high-rise in Las Vegas, serving as the novel's central setting and a microcosm of the forces — wealth, surveillance, secrecy — that the narrative examines.

Some posit that the Tower is nestled, hidden in plain sight amongst "starchitects” structures of CityCenter and redeveloped Boardwalk Hotel and Dunes’ Emerald Green golf course. It was designed to be the antithesis of the typical Las Vegas spectacle. The project’s budget ballooned to over nine billion dollars, the 2008 financial crisis struck, turning the dream of Kirk Kerkorian into a corporate nightmare. MGM’s stock plummeted to under $2, and the project sat at the epicentre of a global economic collapse. The site became a high-stakes battlefield of litigation and rising costs between banks, Dubai World and MGM. Such confusion allowed drawings and plans to be altered and deals done.

On the day of a critical refinancing deadline, lawyers stood ready with two sets of papers: one to save the company and one to file for bankruptcy. At the final hour, a "gambling angel" appeared in the form of Senator Harry Reid, whose aggressive intervention with international banks and the Emir of Dubai secured the funding. In December 2009, against all odds and the brink of total ruin, CityCenter finally opened its doors.



Cyberia


A Russian-themed, concept bar, named to evoke both “cyber" and "Siberia”. It features a Snowden memorial. It is owned by Trydent Services/Boris Volkov. It is located just off the Strip on the third floor of non-descript building. It is favoured by a younger clientele as well as digital natives given the superlative infrastructure provided for free and reasonable price lists. A favourite meeting point for the Tryzub7 hacking crew; as well as Alex manner and Luke Carmichael.



IOTA


A Directorate with a Special Access Program within IARPA. Deepak Pashun’s current assignment.



Tunnels


The underground landscape of Las Vegas is divided into three distinct worlds: the high-tech transit loops of The Boring Company, the gritty survivalist reality of the storm drain network, and the utilitarian utility tunnels of resorts, transport hubs and institutions (such as UNLV).

The Boring Company (Vegas Loop)

This is Elon Musk’s private transit project designed to ferry passengers in Tesla’s beneath the city. 12-foot diameter concrete tubes. It currently connects the Las Vegas Convention Center (LVCC) to nearby resorts like Resorts World, Westgate, and Encore. UNLV officially declined a full station on campus in early 2026. However, they granted the company an underground easement to tunnel 50 feet beneath the campus (near the Thomas & Mack Center) to connect the Strip to the LAS airport. Despite being in a desert, the tunnels are technically "submerged." The water table in Vegas is surprisingly high (8–20 feet), while the tunnels sit at about 30 feet. The company has faced hundreds of environmental violations for discharging untreated "muck" and groundwater into city streets and storm drains.

The Storm Drains ("The Tunnels")

When people talk about the "tunnels of Las Vegas," they are usually referring to this 200-mile labyrinth built to prevent the city from washing away during flash floods. A massive network of concrete flood channels and storm drains that range from small pipes to 12-foot-high cathedral-like bunkers. This “tunnel world” is home to an estimated 1,500 people living in total darkness. Inhabitants build makeshift homes with furniture and carpets salvaged from the surface. They are designed for run-off water. During a torrential downpour these tunnels can fill with wall-to-wall water in minutes. A storm 20 miles away in the mountains can send a "wall of death" through these drains even if it’s sunny on the Strip.

UNLV Service Tunnels

Separate from the Boring Company and the storm drains, UNLV has its own "Labyrinth" of utility tunnels. Approximately 6.5 miles of hand-poured concrete corridors. “Tunnel 7” is purportedly located there.



Tryzub7


An illegal hacking crew, structured collective of cybercriminals formed and controlled by Boris Volkov and fronted by his computer services company Trydent Services. Tryzub7 is considered and Advanced Persistent Threat. It member who collaborate to infiltrate secure systems, typically for financial gain, political motives, or social disruption. Unlike ethical "white hat" hackers, these groups operate in the shadows of the dark web, often Members often have distinct jobs, such as initial access brokers (who find the way in), malware developers, and money launderers (who clean the stolen funds).

As with many such groups, this ATP was driven by financial profit (ransomware and data theft), others are hacktivists seeking to leak government secrets or state-sponsored actors conducting espionage. frequently utilize sophisticated tools like Ransomware-as-a-Service (RaaS), zero-day exploits, and social engineering to bypass modern security.

Communication usually happens over encrypted channels (like Telegram or Signal) and Tor-based forums to avoid detection by international law enforcement.

The lifecycle of an APT attack consists of: Reconnaissance (Identifying vulnerabilities in a target’s network); Infiltration (deploying phishing or exploits to gain a foothold); Exfiltration/Encryption (stealing sensitive data or locking the system); and Extortion: (demanding untraceable cryptocurrency in exchange for the data or system keys).



Bauta HR


The Human Resources firm that was owned by Mrs Wendy McKenna (a Tower resident) and employed her son as CEO Javier Perez. It was heavily funded and supported by illicit North Korean sourced funds to perform laptop farm services. Upon Mrs Reid’s arrest of various Federal felony counts, the company was absorbed by @cme Ventures.



AetherStream


A digital services company that offers building management systems. @cme Ventures are an investor



Pallas Cat


A gift from Dr Cho to Sinclair/Sindy Mathews. The Pallas's cat (also known as the Manul) has been the internet’s favourite "grumpy" feline. It has round eyes and the dense fur makes it look massive and round, but they are actually about the same size as a house cat. Pallas is not an ideal house per for many reasons.

They have a very high mortality rate. They require highly specialized veterinary care and sterile environments that a home simply cannot provide. They are not "cuddly." Pallas's cats are solitary, aggressive, and highly territorial. A Pallas does not bond with humans like domestic cats do. It is notoriously slow and low-profile. It doesn't "run" down prey; they stalk and wait, using the shadows of the terrain to remain invisible to both prey and predators. If cornered or handled, they are known to be incredibly fierce. They are "ambush predators", meaning their instinct is to hide and then strike—not a great trait for a companion animal. Its coat colour changes from a silver-grey in winter to a dark-tan in summer. A Pallas is famous for a unique behaviour where it can stand on its own tails to keep their paws warm on the frozen ground.

Finally, legal restrictions. In almost every country, it is illegal to own a Pallas cat as a private individual as it is protected under international law (CITES), which strictly regulates their trade to prevent them from being taken from the wild.



Convention sector


Las Vegas ranks at the top North American convention destination. It treats the convention business as an extension of its unparalleled entertainment ecosystem.

Las Vegas remains a powerhouse in the convention and mass entertainment business, relying on a steady stream of corporate events and mega-festivals to anchor its local economy. The convention business is worth billions to the local economy, nearly matching Gaming revenues to fill the 150,000 hotel rooms of the city. Las Vegas ranks so highly because of the "bleisure" trend (business + leisure). Meeting planners prefer Vegas because attendance rates naturally spike when an event is hosted there.

Of ifs fifty-five million annual visitors, nearly forty million are tied to conventions. There are over 240 conventions a year. The undisputed crown jewel of these trade shows is CES (Consumer Electronics Show), which floods the city every January with upwards of 142,000 global tech professionals. It transforms the Las Vegas Convention Center into a buzzing hub of innovation and high-end corporate spending. The city pivots from corporate suits to festival culture. Events like the Electric Daisy Carnival (EDC), held in May, draws massive crowds of over 400,000 attendees to the Las Vegas Motor Speedway. This techno-rave’s unifying theme is Peace, Love, Unity, Respect (PURL).



Colorado River water usage


The Colorado River is facing an unprecedented crisis, forcing the ‘harvesting’ seven states of the basin (Colorado, New Mexico, Utah, Wyoming, Arizona, California, and Nevada) to confront a harsh new reality. Decades of overallocation, compounded by a historic megadrought and the accelerating effects of climate change, have severely depleted the river's reservoirs, Lake Mead and Lake Powell. Because the original 1922 Colorado River Compact promised more water than the river could actually provide, these states have been locked in intense negotiations to drastically slash their water consumption for the decades. The situation is now beyond acute.




	Agriculture (75%): By far the largest consumer. The vast majority of this water is used to irrigate roughly 5.5 million acres of land, primarily for livestock feed crops like alfalfa and hay, as well as winter vegetables in places like California's Imperial Valley and Yuma, Arizona. Some of these crops are ‘pork barrel’ ones – kept viable by political subsidies rather than market economics.


	Municipal and Industrial (25%): This supplies drinking water and urban needs for nearly 40 million people across major cities like Phoenix, Los Angeles, San Diego, Denver, Las Vegas, and Salt Lake City.





Balancing the needs of: booming urban centres, such as Phoenix and Las Vegas; massive agricultural industries; booming data-infrastructure related industrial needs and; indigenous tribal rights has turned the situation into a high-stakes race against time to prevent the river system from reaching "dead pool" status, where water can no longer flow downstream. Climate scientists project that the river's flows will shrink by an additional 6% to 31% by 2050.

Certain initiative are underway but with increased demand for data centres on top of urban growth they may not be sufficient. Two examples of these initiatives include:




	The 3-Million Acre-Foot Slashing: The federal government and basin states are actively working to implement cuts of up to 3 million acre-feet per year (roughly a 20% to 40% reduction depending on the state and priority tier) over the next decade.


	The Urban-to-Rural Shift: Because cities have invested heavily in recycling and conservation (for instance, Las Vegas recycles nearly 100% of its indoor water), future urban "needs" are expected to be met not by taking more from the river, but by buying out agricultural water rights—a process known as "buy and dry" or temporary fallowing programs.


	Data-infrastructure initiatives remain in flux.







THE MECHANICS OF GAMBLING

At its core, gambling is the act of wagering something of value—typically money—on an event with an uncertain outcome, governed primarily by chance. While it manifests in diverse forms like sports betting, casino games, and lotteries; the underlying mechanical framework remains consistent.

Every gambling transaction relies on three fundamental pillars: 1. The Consideration: The initial stake or "bet" placed by the participant.

2. The Risk: The element of chance where the outcome is not guaranteed.

3. The Prize: The potential reward for a successful prediction or event.

The Mathematical Edge

The primary driver behind the gambling industry is the House Edge. This is a built-in mathematical advantage that ensures, over a long enough timeline, the venue (the "house") will remain profitable.

In games like roulette or slot machines, the payouts are structured slightly lower than the true mathematical odds of winning. For example, in American Roulette, there are 38 pockets, but a winning bet on a single number pays out at 35 to 1.

This discrepancy ensures that while individual players may win in the short term, the House statistically captures a percentage of every dollar wagered.

The Role of Randomness

Modern gambling frequently utilizes Random Number Generators (RNGs). These are sophisticated algorithms that produce sequences of numbers that lack any pattern. Whether it is a digital card shuffle or the symbols on a video slot, the RNG ensures that each "event" is independent of the last.

This process design debunks the "Gambler’s Fallacy"—the mistaken belief that if an event happens more frequently than normal during a given period, it will happen less frequently in the future (or vice versa).

While it’s tempting to believe that "luck" or "randomness" is a mystical force that balances itself out, mathematics tells a much more clinical story. When people talk about "debunking" randomness, they are usually referring to the human tendency to see patterns where none exist.

Behavioural considerations

There are a number of cognitive behaviours that play their part in the mechanics.


	Prospect Theory: Loss Aversion




Developed by Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky, Prospect Theory explains that humans are not actually "rational" when it comes to probability.


	Losses loom larger than gains: For most people, the pain of losing $100 is twice as intense as the joy of winning $100.


	The "Sunk Cost" Trap: Risk aversion can actually flip into risk-seeking behavior when people are losing. If you are down $500, you might take a massive, irrational risk to "break even" because the psychological pain of the current loss is so high.





	Risk Aversion vs. The House Edge





If humans were perfectly risk-averse, gambling wouldn't exist. However, the industry relies on a specific psychological loophole: The Long Shot Bias.

People are often risk-averse with large sums (insurance), but risk-seeking with small sums (lottery tickets). We are willing to "lose" a small, certain amount ($2 for a ticket) for a microscopically small probability of a massive gain. We effectively "ignore" the probability because the potential prize is life-changing.




	Utility vs. Money




Probability measures money, but risk aversion measures utility (usefulness).


	If you have $0 and one is offered $1 million or a 50% chance at $3 million, a "rational" math bot takes the gamble ($EV = \$1.5 \{Xmillion}$).


	A human takes the $1 million. Why? Because the utility of the first million is infinite (it changes your life), while the utility of the second and third million is marginal.




Ultimately, gambling functions as a form of paid entertainment where the "cost" is the statistical loss over time. While luck determines the short-term winner, mathematics dictates the long-term outcome.

 




“LITANY OF FEAR”

Extract from ‘Dune’ by Frank Patrick Herbert.


Litany of Fear

I must not fear.

Fear is the mind-killer.

Fear is the little-death that brings total obliteration.

I will face my fear.

I will permit it to pass over me and through me.

And when it has gone past I will turn the inner eye to see its path.

Where the fear has gone there will be nothing.

Only I will remain.







Also by J M S Jenk


Paradise in the Meadow (volume 1 of the ‘Meadow Trilogy’)

Secrets in the Meadow (volume 2 of the ‘Meadow Trilogy’)
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